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The study of Tim Burton’s films is underscored by the enduring cultural currency 
of his works as intriguing and well-received film art. This thesis has capitalized on 
existing Burton studies that explore the popularity of his thematic and cinematographic 
tropes, forging a critical exploration of ‘Burtonesque’ aesthetics, spectatorship and the 
use of space. By evidencing the relationships that exist between film, spectatorship and 
aesthetics through the use of filmic spaces and the filmic medium as space, this thesis 
argues for a reflexive spectatorship that is framed and championed by Burton’s 
aesthetics. Using a combination of theoretical frameworks and in-depth textual analysis, 
this thesis explores the use of space(s) of the filmic medium, within the cinematic 
medium and within the space of cinematic reception to elucidate an understanding of 
reflexive Burtonesque spectatorship that aims to challenge culturally dominant 
meanings and ideas of reality in and through Burton’s film. 
 




In 2009, the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) in New York City, USA, held an exhibition 
entitled Tim Burton: The Exhibition. Featuring sketches, figurines, stills, film clips and costumes 
from Burton’s personal and professional collections, the exhibition explores Burton’s craft in 
drawing and highlights the importance of images, animation and visual culture that lie at the 
root of Burton’s works.
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Burton’s significant contemporary currency is evidenced in his widespread influence on 
popular culture. Characters such as Beetlegeuse from Beetlejuice (Tim Burton, 1988), Edward 
from Edward Scissorhands (henceforth Edward) (Tim Burton, 1990),  Jack Skellington from The 
Nightmare Before Christmas (Tim Burton, 1993) and Victoria Everglot from Corpse Bride (Tim 
Burton, 2005) have been reproduced as merchandise, costumes and widely circulated digital 
images. Having become recognizable symbols of the weird, they are the cultural legacy that is 
linked to Burton’s name.  
Academic discussions of this director/filmmaker center on tropes of the Gothic, Fantasy 
or Auteurism, with a focus on a cinematographic or biographical perspectives. Whilst these 
remain highly valuable to an understanding of Burton’s works, this thesis proposes an analysis of 
Burton’s works by convening three separate but related realms of academic inquiry. Through 
three chapters of discussion, this thesis will show how visual culture, spectatorship and space 
are celebrated through the spectacle of Burton’s films. As spaces of expression, change and 
interaction between spectator and screen, Burton’s complex and fascinating filmscapes actively 
engage spectatorship as a space of understanding the filmscape, the spectator and the 
spectatorial experience. The manufactured and manipulated diegetic spaces that exist within 
Burton’s filmscapes anticipate and challenge spectatorship as a process of understanding images 
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and meanings. Specific areas that will be explored include the aesthetics of Burton’s filmscapes, 
the important of dynamism of Burton’s diegetic spaces, as well as the relationship between the 
spectator and the spaces of bodies depicted within the filmscape. Thus, this thesis is focused on 
highlighting how the complex nature and reception of Burton’s films mark the interaction 
between screen and spectator as a space of cognition. This interaction heightens the  awareness 
of spectatorship as a reflexive mode of understanding. 
 
1. Main Frameworks 
The following section looks at the main terminologies and concepts that will be 
employed in this thesis. While these brief explorations of visual culture, spectatorship and space 
aid the initial discussion of ideas, further examinations are found in the section on Methodology. 
 
1.1 Visual Culture 
This thesis foregrounds the integral role of visual culture in the production and reception 
of film. More than just informing the culture of ‘seeing’, visual culture suggests that the act of 
seeing and according meanings to objects/sights is part of a learned behavior. Mirzoeff (1999) 
suggests that the pervasiveness of “visual culture. . . [realizes a] modern tendency to visualize 
existence” (6). It is this cultural exchange of meanings between object (that which is seen) and 
subject (that who ‘sees’) that frames a relationship between the visual and the existential 
conditions of spectatorship. Hence, this thesis’s consideration of visual culture is important in 
showing how meanings which are generated and challenged in and through Burton’s films are 
tied to dominant socio-cultural meanings which are already iterated in popular culture. The 
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dominance of visual culture, particularly in Burton’s depiction and manipulation of space, shows 




Spectatorship theory has evolved and expanded greatly from its inception into academic 
theory. While spectatorship theory does involve an examination of how a viewer may respond to 
a film, it is a complex process that owes it beginnings to the study of cinema as a medium 
through which one’s inner desires are acknowledged and worked out.  
Spectatorship theorists such as Christian Metz and Jean- Louis Baudry have posited that 
the cinema is an apparatus through which the spectator mediates the images on the screen. This 
mediation occurs  through processes of distancing and identification. Spectatorship theory later 
expanded to consider the importance of gendered spectatorship, for which Laura Mulvey argued 
for the voyeuristic gaze of the male spectatorial unconscious,
2
 which derives both pleasure and 
control in the cinematic experience. Mulvey’s theory acted as a catalyst in the field of 
spectatorship theory and this has led to numerous theoretical responses that allow for deeper 
understanding of the spectator as a subject who is not a passive agent in the process of 
meaning-production during the cinematic experience. In this same vein, postmodern 
spectatorship focuses on the spectatorial experience of cinema by framing the spectator as a 
subject. As a period of critical theory, the postmodern age emphasizes the suspension or 
blurring of distinctions between the self and the other. It involves an attempt to challenge the 
reification of the human subject in favour of examining processes, experiences and the 
awareness of subjectivity.  
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In broaching a deeper understanding of postmodern spectatorship, this thesis  further 
contextualizes the idea of the postmodern by drawing on Frederic Jameson’s idea of the “great 
modernist thematics of alienation, anomie, solitude and isolation” within the postmodern era. 
This not only highlights the importance of the ideas of fragmentation and an “age of anxiety” but 
also the “very aesthetic of expression itself” (Jameson 61). These features are evident both 
within Burton’s visual aesthetics and his thematic vernacular, signaling a key link between his 
works and the keen understanding of a postmodern impetus to view the formation of identity as 
a continual process that occurs in and through spectatorship 
Moreover, a consideration of how “expression presupposes indeed some separation 
within the subject” (Jameson 61) shows a postmodern spectator as embodying fracture and 
fragmentation. This idea is compounded by Adorno’s suggestion that the figure of the 
postmodern spectator is one who may offer “unconscious resistance to the social order” (Cook 
52). Adorno’s work links the idea of postmodern spectatorship to that of identity: an issue that is 
continually challenged in the engagement of the Burtonesque employment of space. It is this 
vision of the postmodern spectator that this thesis is interested in examining: one who is 
entrenched in the culture industry, in the economy of images, sight and of spectacle and yet one 
who, through Burton’s films, is encouraged to constantly question the dominant meanings that 
circulate. While an understanding of the visual in and through space is thus framed by an 
entrenchment in culture, this same understanding also feeds back into the meaning-making 
process of images, showing how the postmodern spectator’s negotiation of Burtonesque 
aesthetic and space reveals a reflexive awareness that exposes the vulnerability of these 
dominant meanings. 
These theoretical concepts frame this thesis’s consideration of  postmodern 
spectatorship. This thesis argues that postmodern spectatorship  differs from the idea of an 
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audience member in a cinema who is a passive recipient of the film as entertainment. Instead, it 
recognizes the spectator as a subject who not only experiences the film but is entrenched in the 
process of meaning-making. In this thesis’s academic context, spectatorship involves “not only 
the act of watching a film, but also the ways one takes pleasure in the experience, or not” 
(Mayne 1). Thus, the act of spectatorship becomes a mode of reception of meaning, one that not 
only involves the act of seeing, but also what Mayne (2002) suggests is a “consumption of 
movies and their myths [as]. . . symbolic activities, culturally significant events” (1). The 
postmodern spectator is a conscious subject who participates in the act of spectatorship, one 
who is aware of partaking in the exchange of meanings through the cognition of images within 
the space of the cinema and through the space of the filmic medium. This concept and role of 
the postmodern spectator is separate and removed from the camera, which is part of the 
cinematic apparatus.  
Distinguishing this separation is necessary in later chapters’ understanding of how 
Burton’s filmscapes anticipate and manipulate the gaze of the active postmodern spectator. In 
the process of meaning-making, interaction between and through a number of spaces occur. 
These spaces include the space on the screen, the space (distance) in the spectatorial experience 
between spectator and screen, as well as the interaction between the space of the cinema and 
the space beyond the cinema. These spaces are discussed in greater detail in the sections that 
follow.  While this thesis argues for the importance and evidence of postmodern spectatorship, 
it by no means implies that this is an absolute condition to be associated with all of Burton’s 
works. It also does not propose that spectatorial reception of Burton’s work can only be 
analyzed through this lens, but posits that it is a viable angle through which cinematic space and 





The third  main area of this thesis’s critical exploration considers several different ideas 
of space. In order to elucidate the multiple levels on which space affects the filmmaking and 
film-watching, space will thus be considered under three large banners, namely Filmic/Diegetic 
space, Metaphorical space and the Spectatorial mindscape. Specifically, filmic/diegetic space 
refers to both specific depicted scenes and physical sites within Burton’s movies. Metaphorical 
space refers to the use of space as a concept, such as the body as space, or the distance 
between spectator and cinematic screen. Spectatorial mindscape refers to the cognitive space in 
which the filmic and metaphorical space is negotiated on the part of the spectator. Each chapter 
of the thesis will elucidate the relationship(s) between these types of spaces: spaces that relate 
to the use and pervasiveness of visual culture as well as to the dependence on and shaping of 
spectatorial sensibilities.  
 
2. Literature Review 
  The study of this thesis lies at the intersection of (i) scholarly investigations of Tim 
Burton as an innovative filmmaker and cultural figure, (ii) scholarly investigations into 
spectatorship and (iii) scholarly considerations of visual culture, in particular, aspects of the 
spatial. The following literature review examines the dominant and specific works in these three 
areas, which are directly relevant to this thesis. This thesis forms a new trajectory in Burton 
scholarship by combining these different fields of study.  
 Within the broad range of existing critical and scholarly studies of Burton, several key 
texts are particularly relevant to my study. The following texts provide a foundation for ideas of 
visual culture, spectatorship and Burton’s place in popular culture that I build on and further 
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explore in my subsequent chapters. Significant ideas or concepts include recurring colour 
schemes, visual patterns, ideas of childhood,  suburban community and the figure of the 
outsider. These abovementioned ideas have been examined in various scholarly texts, but most 
importantly in Jenny He’s (2010) work in the accompanying publication to the Tim Burton 
exhibition at the Australian Centre for the Moving Image (ACMI), in Melbourne, Australia where 
she highlights specific repetitions in motifs and themes that capture the essence of Burton’s 
background as an animator. Insights drawn from visual culture studies, space studies and 
spectatorship studies discussed in this literature review inform this thesis’s discussion of visual 
culture, space and postmodern spectatorship by  forming a bridge between these diverse fields 
in order to position Burton as a key stakeholder in the realm of film, popular culture and most 
importantly, in the culture of spectacle.  
 
2.1 Visual Culture and Burton 
Some of the most relevant and important scholarly works that directly informs this 
thesis focuses on the critical connections to be made between Burton’s films and questions of 
space and spectatorship in relation to the idea of the “Burtonesque”.
3
  The following sections 
explores ideas such as popular culture, visual culture and Burton’s thematic motifs. These map 
an understanding of what has come to be considered as ‘Burtonesque’ aesthetics, a concept that 
has become the launching pad for this thesis’ exploration of the connection between space and 
spectatorship.  
The term ‘Burtonesque’ has been used by Mark Salisbury (1995, 2000, 2006) and by 
Jenny He (2010), both of whom have engaged with Burton’s keen sense of aestheticism and 
actively highlighted the important position he occupies in capturing and shaping contemporary 
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spectatorship and popular culture. By building on Salisbury and He’s examinations of Burton’s 
method and meanings through his employment of recurring motifs, this thesis is not prescribed 
by an abstract understanding of the ‘Burtonesque’ as a label of Burton’s iconicity. Instead, the 
thesis considers the ‘Burtonesque’ the embodiment of the visual and spectatorial nature of 
Burton’s works. This thesis understands the ‘Burtonesque’ as the vernacular of the recognizable 
visual choreography and technical complexity of Burton’s works. These concerns form the 
guiding principle of what this thesis posits as a ‘Burtonesque’ aesthetics. Burton’s manipulation 
of both filmic and metaphorical space(s) shows that the Burtonesque spectacle involves both 
spectatorial instinct and intuition, which in turn are inextricable from cognition and visual 
culture. It is this sense of the ‘Burtonesque’ aesthetics— complex, spectatorial and rooted in the 
perception of space(s)— that drives this thesis’s research beyond existing works on Burton.  
Existing research on Burton also includes a range of biographies and semi-
autobiographical works on Burton such as Mark Salisbury’s (ed) Burton on Burton (2006) and J. 
Clive Matthews and Jim Smith’s Tim Burton (2007). Matthews and Smith’s text contains a 
comprehensive filmography and provide insight on artistic and technical aspects of filmic 
production, while  Salisbury’s text is an edited resource that frames Burton’s own views on his 
filmic works.  Other important sources of the journalistic nature on Burton as a 
producer/director and his films include  Burt Cardullo’s Tim Burton: Interviews (2005). These 
biographical and journalistic texts are crucial to this thesis’s study as they provide insight into 
Burton’s revered reputation within the film industry.  
Other critical resources emerge from curatorial research in fields of study such as film, 
animation and popular culture, focusing on Burton’s thematic concerns, technical methods of 
animation and the artistic/popular-culture references in his style of animation.  Examples of such 
topically-focused work include Edwin Page’s (2006) Gothic Fantasy: The Films of Tim Burton and 
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Alison McMahan’s Auteur-theory centered book, The Films of Tim Burton: Animating Live Action 
in Contemporary Hollywood (2005). While highly valuable, these books focus on specific stylistic 
explorations or genre-centric analyses of Burton’s works. These texts serve as useful sources for 
research within an academic context, influencing the methodology of this thesis’s study by 
highlighting the importance of Burton’s position as a figure entrenched in both the technical and 
aesthetic aspects of film production .  
 
2.2 Visual Culture and Spectatorship 
The relationship between the two fields of visual culture and spectatorship allows me to 
further explore Jenny He’s idea that Burton’s use of “striking visuals” reflect “the search for true 
identity”(He 17). He posits that the link between visual culture and the notion of identity is not 
merely rooted in the visual realm for entertainment, but acts as a “rebuttal” (He 17), or an 
expression of centering identity at the intersection of postmodern spectatorship and popular 
culture. This thesis adds to He’s argument by suggesting that the Burtonesque use of space both 
anticipates and challenges the seeing eye of the spectator, and while this does reflect a rebuttal 
of dominant ways of seeing, it also evokes a sense of irony in the reflexive nature of the 
spectatorial experience. Burtonesque spaces provide framed spectatorial positions to encourage 
spectatorial recognition of Burton’s aesthetics and cinematic techniques. Using the term visual 
culture therefore becomes doubly integral to an examination of the compounding effects of the 
Burtonesque filmscape, as it does not merely emphasize the anticipation and exercise of 
visuality within filmic production and reception, but also highlights the cultural nature of the 




This  literature review’s discussion of Burtonesque aesthetics and visual culture is 
bolstered by current scholarship which links Burton’s films to the spectatorial psyche.
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 In 
situating Burton’s intricate filmscapes as reflections of inner turmoil and the fragmentation of 
the spectator’s postmodern sensibilities, this thesis develops the idea that the Burtonesque 
filmscape exemplifies “levels of unreality” (He 18) that trigger the re-cognition of 
distorted/manipulated space(s) in the act of film watching. This spectatorial process of re-
cognition emphasizes the surreal and often ‘fragmented’ filmscape to the postmodern 
mindscape that is constantly besieged by questions of selfhood, source and nostalgia. This 
spectatorial position fuels this thesis’s exploration of Burton’s films as a visual manifestation of 
the postmodern mindscape: a place of transaction for the postmodern spectator to engage with 
multiple focal points through the utilization of the active spectatorial gaze.
5
  
Ideas on spectatorship that are discussed in this thesis draw from Christian Metz’s work 
that champions the spectatorial gaze and considers the complex physical and existential 
relationships between spectator and screen. Thus, in considering these texts which frame my 
analysis of Burton’s films, this thesis shows how aesthetics, cultural contexts and the use of 
cinematographic techniques all contribute to fleshing out an understanding of the 
‘Burtonesque’. This reinforces Burton’s employment of diegetic and metaphorical space as 
champions of the active spectatorial gaze. His deliberate crafting of spectacle therefore suggests 







2.3 Space and Spectatorship 
The thesis’s critical discussion of both Burton’s diegetic and metaphorical depiction of 
space(s), relates the ideas of imagination, d visual perception and reading to a basic premise of 
this thesis—that the image and visual culture are central to the Burtonesque vernacular. This 
argument extends to a discussion of Burton’s obvious and continued interest in the idea of 
alternate, altered and dynamic space(s), culminating in a conceptualization of Burtonesque 
space as simultaneously detached and inextricable from the ‘real’ world beyond the 
spectatorship experience where culturally dominant meanings are formed and iterated.  
Ideas of space have been examined in important critical works such as Gaston 
Bachelard’s work on the Poetics of Space (1994; 1969), which deals with interesting notions of 
the domestic space, miniatures and the psychological connections with physical space. These 
ideas relate specifically to an analysis of Burton’s diegetic spaces in films such as Edward and 
Beetlejuice. Other texts that relate specifically to space are Merleau-Ponty’s text on The 
Phenomenology of Perception (2009; 1945), which frames an understanding of spectatorship as 
a space of cinematic reception, as well as Foucault’s work on body, space and power (1984), 
which ties in with the use of filmic and metaphorical space in the context of spectatorial 
reception and subjectivity. 
This literature review has shown that this thesis is interested in arguing for the 
intersecting realms of visual culture, space and spectatorship by collating and comparing 
information from a range of sources. In acknowledging current trends in Burton scholarship, this 
thesis proposes that an understanding of Burton’s works may be further expanded by building 
on pre-existing criticism in space studies, spectatorship studies and visual culture studies. I 
propose that Burton may be seen not primarily or solely as an Auteur, but as a key influence in 
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anticipating and challenging spectatorial reception and the circulation of meanings of seeing and 
understanding within popular culture. This literature review therefore functions as a survey of 
research that has cemented the central critical foundations of this thesis.  
 
3. Methodology 
The following section identifies key theorists and critical influences in this thesis’s main 
frameworks. The main research questions that propel this thesis include “What is the 
significance of Visual Culture and Space in Burton’s films?” and “How does Spectatorship 
become central to an understanding of Burton’s stylized films?” The following discussions 
engage in a very specific definition of the term Burtonesque by analyzing Burton’s use of visual 
culture in the depiction of space and exploring how this interacts with the complexities of 
spectatorship. These discussions link each of the three main ideas of visual culture, 
spectatorship and space to various theoretical works employed in this thesis, highlighting their 
relevance to this body of work. 
By showing that the production of filmic space and the experience of film-watching are 
informed by Burton’s visual aesthetics, framing, cinematography, colour and scene construction, 
this thesis shows that Burtonesque aesthetics are both implicit of and complicit with the 
depiction and use of space. Burtonesque aesthetics require the use of space, and the effect of 
Burtonesque aesthetics requires the dynamics of space and the perception of space in order to 
be successful. This use of space is both informed by and subsequently feeds back into the politics 
of spectatorship through the use of subversion, grounded in power relationships and reflexivity.  
This ultimately  frames the spectatorial position as an active one that is involved in 




3.1  Burtonesque Aesthetics: Visual Culture and Spectatorship 
Spectatorial understanding of Burtonesque aesthetics inform a discussion of filmic space 
and the importance of the spectatorial position. Given the visual sophistication of the 
contemporary spectator, scholarly discussions of spectatorship have highlighted the ways in 
which seeing is increasingly associated with an expectation of complex visual spectacle. Cohen 
(2001) refers to this condition of as hyper-spectatorship.
6
 The term hyper-spectatorship suggests 
that the spectator is engaged in the task of meaning-making whilst drawing on a wealth of 
cultural resources to seek out nuances within multiple visual stimuli in their filmic experience, 
which highlights the relationship between visual culture and spectatorship. 
These relationships between visual culture and spectator, and between image and the 
economy of seeing are directly informed by Barthes’ work in “The Photographic Message” 
(1977) and “The Rhetoric of the Image” (1977). His work highlights the reception of the image in 
terms of cultural spectatorship wherein spectators are subjects who have a wealth of cultural 
references which are used to ascertain meanings. The notion of cultural spectatorship suggests 
that the production of the image caters to its reception as the spectator relies on meanings 
circulated in society and culture, whilst the continuation of society and culture in turn relies on 
the continued internalization of these same meanings. By taking up Barthes’s idea of the 
economy of the image, this thesis suggests that Burton’s employment of visual culture, through 
a negotiation of space, feeds on the culture of sight and spectacle that is increasingly central to 
image-driven and image-ridden cultures.  
 The position of the contemporary spectator is thus marked by a heightened expectation 
and anticipation of a visually complex film. Increasingly, contemporary spectators place a higher 
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degree of spectatorial value and investment in the visual over other aspects of cinematic 
entertainment such as plot or characterization. It is this heightened spectatorial condition that 
the Burtonesque aesthetics anticipates and challenges. The spectator’s active, mobile gaze is 
empowered through Burtonesque fragmentation of available focal points. By using lines of 
asymmetry, clashing patterns and unconventional scales of perspective, Burton’s works 
challenge modes of spectatorship by disorientating spectators, causing them to constantly 
change their points of focus on visually dissonant images.  However, the disorientation only aims 
to highlight the spectatorial experience of the filmic condition without interfering with the 
spectator’s ability to identify with onscreen characters and narratives. Burton empowers the 
spectatorial position through the cognition of the filmic medium and the two following states of 
re-cognition: Firstly, the ability to identify with motifs and narratives that are culturally 
reiterated, such as characters who fall in love, or characters like Willy Wonka in Charlie and the 
Chocolate Factory (Tim Burton, 2005) (henceforth Charlie) who experience flashbacks of 
childhood memories. Secondly, Burtonesque aesthetics ‘compel’ or position spectators to 
engage in a reflexive act of re-cognizing their own modes of visual perception by realizing that 
the stylized filmscape presents a foreign, and sometimes surreal environment. 
This stylized Burtonesque filmscape involves ideas beyond those of fantasy, fairytale and 
the eerie. By suggesting that Burton fragments and compounds the use of space (both filmic and 
metaphorical), this thesis shows how Burton’s works cater to and rely on the role and function 
of spectatorship through this employment of space in his stylized aesthetics. Burton’s spectators 
take on a reflexive role in challenging culturally dominant meanings through the perception of 
images whilst relying on their existing understanding of images, showing their simultaneous 
reliance and influence on visual culture. The stylized visual aesthetics and use of both filmic and 
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metaphorical space become ideological concepts that influence the process of meaning-making 
and subjectivization that forms the cornerstone of the postmodern sensibilities of spectatorship. 
 
3.2 Burtonesque Space and Spectatorship 
The second section of the methodology examines the theoretical implications of 
considering space and spectatorship. Within Burton’s filmscapes, space is often used to 
defamiliarize or question dominant, ideologically constructed meanings, and the exploration of 
filmic/diegetic and metaphorical space reveals the complexity of Burton’s manipulation of visual 
perception.  Considering metaphorical space also acknowledges that the space of cinematic 
production and reception, the depicted filmscape, and the spectatorial mindscape are all part of 
his complex artistry that are entwined with and informed by his visual aesthetics.  This section 
discusses four trajectories linking Burtoneqsue space and spectatorship. 
 
3.2.1 Burtonesque Space and the Active Spectatorial Gaze  
Burton’s complex conceptualization of space in his cinematic manipulation of objects in 
space and use of colour palettes reflects the importance of visual culture in his aesthetics. 
Looking beyond the idea of the visual nature of the filmic medium, this consideration of visual 
culture points towards Burton’s keen awareness of the climate of perception and of the 
dominant, circulated meanings of the spaces he depicts. Burton’s use of a surrealistic colour 
palette in Pee Wee’s Big Adventure (Tim Burton, 1985) and Beetlejuice combined with the use of 
gothic tropes in the aesthetics in Batman Returns (Tim Burton, 1992) , signaled the beginning of 
his marked attention to the use of diegetic space as a reflection of the psyche of the characters 
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who inhabit it. While this is not uncommon in film, Burton’s eccentric but deliberate sense of 
surreal aesthetics manages to invoke a sense of the unfamiliar, which works in opposition to 
dominant ideas and perceptions of cinematic space as a  ‘realistic’ depiction made up of 
complementary colours. Through his aesthetics, Burton defamiliarizes his spectators from an 
immediate identification with the normal world beyond the cinema. Yet, as he does this, he also 
consciously enables these spectators to retain a sense of fascination with being “enclosed” in 
and having mastery over the surreal filmic space by always championing the active gaze of the 
spectator. 
Burton’s  commitment to the active (and thus privileged) spectatorial gaze can be seen 
in his use of aerial views in the opening sequences of several films. These sequences  reflect two 
ideas that relate to an examination of space and identity through visual culture and visual 
communication. Firstly, the aerial view frames a complicity between the gaze of the camera, 
which is part of the cinematic apparatus, and that of the spectator, who is involved in the 
process of cognizing the film. The complicity of these two gazes, which are fundamentally 
separate, is afforded through the deliberate effect of Burton’s cinematographic style. The 
complicity between the gaze of the camera and that of the spectator encourages a sense of 
visual mastery over the space of film-watching, as the spectator becomes the seeing eye with 
power over the diegetic space within the film. In this way, the camera’s depiction of contained 
spaces within the cinematic frame mimics the spectator’s gaze. This highlights an identification 
between spectator and cinema, which ‘diminishes’ the distance between spectator and screen. 
The reduction of distance or space between spectator and screen is not physical, but a 
metaphorical diminishing that aids the spectatorial comprehension of Burton’s works.  
The second way in which Burton’s opening sequences show a complex use of aesthetics 
and space can be seen in the opening sequence of Beetlejuice. Burton shows a moving aerial 
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view of a suburban townscape that is void of human figures which represents a community of 
contained spaces/houses all captured within one frame for the spectator’s gaze, which harbor 
implied meanings of social relations. Burton’s shot presents the implied meanings behind 
spaces, showing the spectator what is missing by revealing part of a whole: empty roads suggest 
the existence of cars and still, quiet houses suggest sites of domestic existence and bustle. 
Ultimately, the connotation is that a townscape is a space which a community of people inhabit. 
However, the ‘missing bodies’ in the aerial sequence who are, in actual fact, not ‘missing’ per se, 
articulate the existence and importance of unseen but implied social relations that give the 
spatial, physical, diegetic environment its function. The spectators understand the function of 
the space that is depicted: a road is meant for cars, a house is meant for people, a town is meant 
to be lived in. Ultimately, the “meaning” and connotations of Burton’s townscape, only emerges 
through the spectatorial encounter through enacting an active spectatorial gaze on the screen. 
This is a gaze which is mimicked by the camera: space and visual culture (the use of images and 
their connotations) become tools of Burton’s aesthetic narrative. In this way, Burton’s approach 
to space positions the spectatorial gaze as an active one engaged in visual communication and 
investigative depiction of filmic spaces.  
These ideas resonate strongly with scholarly discussions of the image. Barthes (1977) 
suggests that the captured image constitutes a new space.
7
 This thesis proposes that the 
reception of the moving image (i.e. the film as a series of captured images) epitomizes the 
primacy of visual culture in its “spatial immediacy” (Barthes, 1977, 44), one that is focused on 
the negotiation with a “new space” (Barthes, 1977, 44). In depicting space(s), the filmscape 
becomes a realm to be negotiated within the mind. Here, one can see that in the acts of film-
watching and cognition, the spectatorial mindscape must also be considered as a space of 
image-reception that details both the diegetic space as well as the space within the spectatorial 
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mind. The link between the spectatorial mindscape and the concept of space does not only exist 
in the act of seeing, but in the act of perception. Hence, Barthes’s ideas relate the culture of the 
image to that of seeing—that of spectacle—and the implied reception of the image/spectacle. 
These ideas are central to understanding Burton’s use of space and the way in which it affects 
and is affected by spectatorship 
 
3.2.2 Burtonesque Space and Spectatorial Meaning-making 
Another key consideration of space and spectatorship is Burton’s thematic 
juxtapositions between scenes of nature and urbanity, between the brightness of day versus the 
darkness of night. By depicting vastly dialectical spaces within his filmscapes, Burton elucidates 
the contrasts between spaces as natural or man-made, comparing a lush garden in comparison 
to a dilapidated house as seen in Edward, or contrasting normal with the eerie in the dynamic 
site of the Maitland home in Beetlejuice. Burton thus simultaneously infuses a sense of mystery 
into spaces associated with normalcy and introduces a sense of comfort and familiarity into 
spaces associated with negativity such as darkness, death and the eerie. Moreover, through the 
recurring depictions of specific sites such as homes and gardens, or sites of transition such as the 
rabbit hole in Alice in Wonderland (Tim Burton, 2012) (henceforth Alice), the drawn door in 
Beetlejuice or even staircases, Burton elucidates complex, and at times, contrasting ideas of 
containment and fluidity. Space becomes an amorphous concept that not only contains meaning 
but also changes in meaning, one that holds the narrative but also moves it. Linking these ideas 
of space to spectatorship, this thesis shows that firstly, each depicted space relies on the 
spectator’s cognition to assume meaning(s), and secondly, that the visual placement of elements 
within these depicted spaces such as colour, scale and perspective allow for the spectator’s 
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recognition and understanding of space(s). This ultimately affirms that Burtonesque space 
becomes inextricable from the economy of visual culture and space in its reliance on the 
spectator’s postmodern sensibilities. 
 
3.2.3 Foucault and the Subjective Spectator 
In addition, Foucault’s theories of body, space and power are integral to this thesis. Seen 
through depictions of architectural forms, living environments, on screen bodies, and the 
ideological spaces of the cinema and of the mindscape, the Burtonesque use of space is 
inextricable from the workings visual culture. The multiple-prong approach to space reflects a 
postmodern impetus that both influences and is influenced by the circulation of dominant 
meanings in and by visual culture. Space therefore becomes a concept that is charged with 
power relations that belie the use and manipulation of depicted, experienced and cognized 
space(s). In considering the body as a space, Foucault’s ideas of the “productive body” and 
“subjective body” contribute to the argument by suggesting that the body “becomes a useful 
force” as both a “body invested with relations of power and domination. . . [and one that is] 
caught up in a system of subjection” (Foucault 173).
8
 These dynamics of the body in space (and 
its inherent power relations) reflect ideas of identity and subjectivity. An understanding of the 
self in space is dictated through the perception of the power relations between spaces: between 
the spectator and the screen, the spectator and onscreen characters, between the filmscape and 
the mindscape. Set within the surreal filmscape of Burton’s works and the era of spectatorship 
entrenched in visual culture, Foucault’s ideas of the body and space are crucial to this thesis’s 




3.2.4 Metz and the Spectator’s Empowered Gaze 
This thesis’s understanding of space and spectatorship is also informed by Metz’s 
discussion of distance. Metz suggests that “[i]n the cinema, the object remains: fiction or no, 
there is always something on the screen” (822). Spectators perceive a sense of physical distance 
between themselves and the screen: an object that is at once an empty space, as the screen 
holds nothing physically or materially present and yet is inherently not empty at all, as it displays 
images for the spectator’s reception.
9
 The distance between spectator and screen, between the 
real and virtual, between depicted space (e.g. a house) and altered space (a shrunken or 
structurally abnormal house) all afford notions of fragmentation which play to the fragmented, 
postmodern spectatorial identity, and the acts of spectatorial identification and perception that 
challenge and recuperate meanings of space(s). 
The dynamic quality of space and the reception of space assumes the spectator’s 
empowered gaze as essential in constructing meaning and understanding. By constantly 
changing the way spectators perceive space and hence altering the levels of familiarity with 
which spectators identify with onscreen characters and events, Burton challenges spectators 
with a multitude of focal points. In encouraging an identification with the onscreen characters 
and landscapes by using the active spectatorial gaze, Burton provides elements of familiarity 
even in his depiction of alienating and foreign spaces. The use of Burtonesque spaces reflect 
varying levels of difference, anxiety and power. The negotiation of identification with and 
through these depicted spaces, spectators become aware of their act of gazing, thus creating a 





3.3 Burtonseque Filmscape and Spectatorial Mindscape 
The final section of this methodology links a discussion of the Burtonesque Filmscape 
and the importance of the spectatorial mindscape. This examination of  Burtonesque filmscape 
becomes a negotiation of objects in space, of the body as space, of the experience of film and 
the space of perception. It shows how both the production and reception of the visually 
conceptualized filmscape are processes that aim to feed off and impress upon the spectator the 
‘unseen’ implications of meanings infused within the spaces of the everyday. By hinging on 
cognitive links within the construction and reception of Burton’s diegetic space(s), the 
spectatorial role is thus framed as an informing force in the act of comprehending the space of 
the film, the space(s) within the film and the space of this reception. The spectator thus 
becomes the force that comprehends spaces, across spaces. It is in this way that Burtonesque 
spaces, both the metaphorical and structural, become a reflection of the  postmodern 
sensibilities of the spectatorial mindscape. 
Burton’s filmscapes offer a jarring spectatorial reaction to visual spectacle. This occurs 
through manipulating the perception of scale and perspective by exaggerating the size of props, 
characters’ features or elements of landscape, as well as through the use of clashing colours. 
Burton’s deliberate deviations within the depiction(s) of cinematic space will be discussed in two 
ways: firstly, his departure from the use of a singular linear perspective to enact a compression 
of space via the manipulation of visual elements such as clashing colour. Secondly, Burton’s use 
of false perspective to produce a space that reflects psychological space, conjures cinematic 
space as a reflection of the imagination, disorientating the spectator by subverting their 
expectations of space. When depicting spaces of the unknown such as a landscaped, ‘outdoor’- 
indoor factory in Charlie, or the internal space of a rabbit hole in Alice, spectatorial identification 
with onscreen characters and narrative(s) is dependent on the ability to handle the unfamiliarity 
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of the spaces that are presented. Burton’s scenes of disorientation such as uneven floors and/or 
clashing patterns, are spaces of disorder that evoke a sense of postmodern fragmentation 
between (i) the self that a spectator indentifies with onscreen and the one who gazes at the 
screen and (ii), between the gaze on the screen and the gaze that is informed by a world beyond 
the cinematic space. By identifying with the film, the disoriented and postmodern sensibilities of 
the spectator thus also become a reflection of the same fragmentation that is depicted on 
screen. Given that the filmscape reflects the fragmentation of the spectatorial mindscape, and 
the spectatorial mindscape continually ascertains meaning from the fragmented depictions 
within the filmscape, the filmscape and the mindscape are thus mirrored as spaces of 
fragmentation. This forms a premise that Burtonesque aesthetics depend on and that shape 
postmodern spectatorship. 
Assuming that Burton’s filmscape functions as a reflection of the spectatorial mindscape, 
events and characters depicted in a film can thus be seen as a reflection of the spectator’s 
‘unconscious thoughts’.
10
 In Burton’s films these unconscious thoughts often revolve around 
death, the underworld and various states of “in-between-ness” reflected through the depiction 
of monsters, the supernatural and the figures of ‘outsiders’, which are predicated on an 
understanding of fixed meanings: death as an opposite of life, or the natural, human realm as 
the opposite of the supernatural world. The Maitland home in Beetlejuice is one example as it 
exhibits the uncanny nature of being a house inhabited by  the living new owners and ‘dead’ 
Maitlands who still inhabit the space. The Maitland home is thus a familiar domestic space and 
also an unfamiliar realm of the dead. Burton’s channeling of the unheimlich,
11
 or the uncanny 
nature that combines the familiar and unfamiliar, thus reflects the ability of Burton’s filmscapes 
to harbor both the normal and the deviant, the conventional and the strange. The significance of 
tying in Freud’s unheimlich to a study of the Burtonesque lies in showing how Burton’s 
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spectators are encouraged to question the meanings of spaces: a house is no longer only a space 
of domestic comfort, but also a repository of possible states of “in-between-ness” (life and 
death). In presenting uncanny spaces, Burton’s filmscapes tap into the recesses of the 
unconscious and unexpressed ideas of the spectatorial mindscape through the spectatorial acts 
of identification with onscreen spaces, characters and events. These acts of identification bridge 
an understanding with the distance between filmscape and mindscape, between reality and 
virtuality. 
One key example occurs in the spectatorial experience of Beetlejuice, as spectators 
encounter a double bend in reality. The first bend in reality is that of experiencing the virtual 
world of the filmscape in identification with the camera or with the onscreen characters. The 
second and more alienating bend in reality occurs when the main characters, the Maitlands, 
enter the afterlife. The spectatorial identification with the Maitlands then becomes increasingly 
complex as spectators are twice removed from a reality that exists beyond the cinema. This 
fragmentation that occurs within the process of spectatorial identification involves spectatorial 
recognition of the film as artifice and propels an increased awareness of the spectatorial position 
as one who seeks power over the fragmentation of the identity or the subject position of the 
spectator. In this way, Burton anticipates this mode of spectatorship and uses his aesthetics of 
space to accord spectators with an awareness of the fragmentation. Burton manipulates space 
and images to foreground the spectatorial processes of identification, thereby offering 
spectators an opportunity to challenge meanings dictated by cultural-norms. 
This complex examination of postmodern spectatorship is another tenet of this thesis’s 
analysis of Burton’s filmscape and use of space. By championing the active gaze of the spectator, 
Burton’s own fragmented aesthetics, as seen through the invitation and persuasion to disorient 
and de-familiarize, succeeds in offering multiple points of identification to the spectator. In 
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short, in his understanding of the unstable position of the postmodern spectator, Burton’s 
filmscape opens up a channel through which the relationship between the postmodern 
spectator and space occurs. Through the simultaneous crafting of his Burtonesque aesthetics 
and his use and representation of space, Burton reflects the inner state of turmoil within the 
postmodern mindscape while empowering the spectatorial gaze and playing up elements of 
postmodern fragmentation. 
 
4. Chapter Map  
This thesis has three content chapters that examine specific aspects of Burton’s 
manipulation and conceptualization of space. As a whole, this thesis considers how an 
understanding of Burtonesque aesthetics informs the complexities of space and spectatorship in 
the works of Tim Burton. Films from his oeuvre spanning 1980 to 2010 form the range of primary 
and secondary texts for analysis. 
The first chapter examines Burton’s often alternate and fragmented styles that challenge 
spectatorial perceptions of space. It explores stylistic and thematic patterns found in Burton’s 
works that inform a ‘Burtonesque’ aesthetics. This term will be further developed to show how 
these aesthetics inform the manipulation and mastery of diegetic, metaphorical and thematic 
space(s) in Burton’s works. Through a survey of stills from several Burton films, the chapter 
examines the use of the image as the foundation of his narrative style and voice, highlighting the 
mainstays and changes in style and artistic influences. These features have made these works 
recognizable as ‘Burtonesque’ in their ability to challenge normative depictions of space which 
are governed by both the reality that exists beyond the cinema, as well as the reiterated 
meanings in and through popular culture. This chapter also discusses recurring motifs, stylistics, 
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and various thematic concerns evident throughout Burton’s oeuvre which frames the 
Burtonesque filmscape as being entrenched in visual culture, invoking meaning in space and in 
the perception of space. This critical process reflects the importance of spectatorial cognition 
through the use of visual perception, communication and culture. 
Chapter two examines Burton’s use of diegetic space to show how thematic and 
metaphorical space can be sites of both containment and flux. Containing characters, meanings 
and perceptions, Burton’s diegetic spaces become sites which are rich in meanings that reflect 
diegetic complexity and spectatorial sophistication. The chapter discusses Burton’s treatment of 
spaces as dynamic sites of containment, negotiation and transition, such as the garden in 
Edward and the Maitland’s home in Beetlejuice, as well as his exploration of ‘in-between’ spaces 
that suggest movement such as the Drawn Door in Beetlejuice, the Glass Elevator in Charlie and 
the Rabbit Hole in Alice. Through the analysis of Burton’s use of distortion, thematic framing, 
colour, perspective and scale, the chapter elucidates how the perception of space is challenged, 
changing the way characters relate to space(s). This in turn affects the way in which the 
spectator identifies with the changing dynamics between on-screen character and environment, 
as well as the way in which the spectator perceives his own immediate space whilst negotiating 
the filmscape, thus, spectatorial perception of space is challenged. The chapter ultimately 
examines the Burtonesque tension found in the simultaneously unsettling and familiar use of 
space, mapping the use of space in Burton’s works onto the construction of a critical and 
reflexive spectatorial position. 
The third chapter analyses Burton’s distortion of onscreen bodies in a further 
manipulation and appropriation of the body as a space of meaning. Here, it must be noted that 
the human bodies onscreen represent a visually accessible point of identification for the 
spectator. The chapter is interested in exploring Burton’s manipulation of the on-screen body 
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and the resultant spectatorial engagements with the distortion. It will consider the body as an 
accessible space that spectators may identify with, or through which spectators may 
comprehend the film. Expanding this argument, the chapter shows how the spectatorial subject 
is shown to  be invested in shifting relations of power between bodies. The Burtonesque body 
therefore becomes a productive repository of meaning and emotion in terms of spatiality, power 
and the notion of self. Through the existence of manipulated bodies (and therefore manipulated 
spaces), Burton offers shifting sites of identification for the mobile gaze of the spectator. This 
sense of awareness in the negotiation of space within Burton’s films informs a reflexive 
spectatorial position. The chapter will explore Foucault’s notions of the body and power, as well 
as reinforce the argument through an engagement with various theoretical works, particularly 
Bachelard’s poetics of space. It will consider Beetlejuice and Alice as main texts. 
Ultimately, this thesis engages with the films of Tim Burton in relation to issues of space, 
spectatorship and aesthetics. By establishing the existence of a Burtonesque aesthetic, this 
thesis shows how the use of multiple layers of space(s) seen in and through the films result in 
the role of highly-reflexive spectatorship. Through the use of various visual motifs and an 
intelligent anticipation of spectatorial expectations, Burton’s films cause spectators to challenge 
culturally-dominant ideas, championing the active gaze of the spectator in discerning the 
ambiguities between screen and real life as well as between the production and reception of 
images in film. This thesis therefore engages with Burton’s films to show how the study of space, 
spectatorship and visual culture sets up a promising contemporary critical space that links 




Chapter One: The Burtonesque  
 
The first chapter of this thesis discusses Burton’s brand of visual culture and style in 
terms of artistic and stylistic influences, framing his visual aesthetics as ‘Burtonesque’.
1
 This idea 
of the Burtonesque is the informing frame this thesis employs to examine how Burton 
challenges ideas of spectatorship through his use of space. The first part of this chapter explores 
the role of Visual Culture Studies in an understanding of the Burtonesque visual aesthetic which 
includes a brief examination of stylistic modes both within and across his oeuvre. Next, the 
chapter discusses the influences and features of what is known as the Burtonesque aesthetic. 
Finally, the chapter discusses specific features of Burtonesque aesthetics on the use and 
manipulation of space(s) in Burton’s work, showing how these elements affect spectatorship. 
This chapter argues that Burton’s aesthetics reveal a highly intelligent and self-reflexive 
endeavour that both anticipates and challenges modes of spectatorship. It will also show that his 
aesthetic frames the figure of the spectator as an active agent who is not only aware of the 
construction of images in and through space, but more importantly questions the way in which 
he/she as a spectator makes meanings  through or against the culturally dominant ideas. This 
strong relationship between spectatorship and space is thus reliant on an understanding of  
Burtonesque aesthetics. This first chapter hence shows the importance of visual culture studies 
in framing the Burtonesque aesthetic as a gateway to investigating ideas of seeing, of cognizing 






1.1 Visual Culture Studies and Postmodern Spectatorship 
Visual Culture Studies is a broad field of intellectual inquiry that encompasses the study 
of interactions between modes of visuality. Predicated on the postmodern condition wherein 
experience and understanding of the visual is key, visual culture studies has taken on new 
dimensions of complexity within contemporary spectatorship with the advent of digital cinema, 
the proliferation of Computer Generated Imaging (CGI) and the increasing popularity of three 
dimensional (3D) films. In the contemporary, postmodern era, spectators do not merely seek 
pleasure from the act of film-watching, but also expect a certain sophistication of visual stimuli 
to further narrative goals. One might say that postmodern spectators are motivated by the 
“sensual immediacy” (Mirzoeff 15) of film and are both invested and interested in the way film 
makes them ‘feel’. However, this emotional attachment can be seen as part of a logical, 
cognitive process of simultaneous identification with the film and active disassociation from the 
virtual filmic realm. In recognizing their removal from the site in which the film occurs, 
spectators feel unthreatened by the expression of emotion in response to the filmic narrative as 
they are aware that they remain physically unaffected (they will not be physically hurt or 
altered) from the progression of the film. This awareness arises from a logical acceptance of 
their surroundings, and how their emotional reactions are tied to culturally dominant meanings 
of images that circulate in the economy of visual culture in the exchange of images and 
meanings. In reacting emotionally to film, they in fact exercise a logical reaction to the onscreen 
narrative. The link between visual culture and postmodern spectatorship therefore becomes a 
point of interest for this thesis’s examination of Burton’s works. 
Acknowledging Walker and Chaplin’s (1997) idea that “visual culture exists both outside 
and within us” (4), this thesis posits that the pervasiveness of the visual is made apparent in the 
act of film-watching and the cognition of film. Visual culture, space and postmodern 
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spectatorship therefore become tied inextricably in a triangular relationship, wherein the 
manipulation of space is enacted through a deep-seated awareness of the power of the visual, 
which in turn facilitates postmodern spectatorship. Burton’s work is subsumed into the 
“production, distribution and consumption model of a system or cycle of visual culture” (Walker 
and Chaplin 4) that relies on and feeds into an increasingly self-reflexive mode of spectatorship. 
Using these ideas as a springboard, this chapter establishes the importance of visual 
culture and the ‘visualization’ of images in the reception of Burton’s films. What this thesis 
suggests is that difference between seeing and understanding the image is split by an awareness 
of the spectatorial gaze— a recognition of the spectatorial position suggests an active 
participation in cognizing both the image’s denoted and connoted meanings against the cultural 
currency of dominant meanings. In addition, Mirzoeff (1999) suggests that contemporary culture 
involves “visualizing things that are not inherently visual” (15), which implies that visual culture 
involves not just the visual, but also the unseen meanings of images and the processes involved 
in sustaining the circulation of meanings. Linking this idea to Burtonesque aesthetics, this thesis 
champions the idea that the spectatorial ability to understand Burton’s visual-scape is 
dependent on an exploration of how spectatorial subjectivity is affected in the processes of film-
watching and meaning-making. This process occurs  in the act of identification with onscreen 
characters, narratives and events which are triggered by cinematic framing and elements of 
visual aesthetics such as colour, scale and perspective. This shows that the very definition of 
‘visual’ and the workings of visual culture must be subsumed into an understanding of the 





1.2 The ‘Burtonesque’ Aesthetic 
Burton’s works encompass a complex negotiation of several artistic styles. A discussion 
of the ‘Burtonesque’ aesthetic must include an awareness of how elements of surrealism, post-
impressionism and Dadaism allow his works to defy any one fixed, genre or style. The influences 
of these artistic movements are found in the use of Burton’s surreal colour contrasts in Alice and 
Charlie, as well as the post-impressionistic use of style over fidelity to the portrayal of object, 
person or space in Beetlejuice (as discussed later in this chapter). Over the years, Burton’s work 
has also come to encompass a fascination with the Gothic, seen in the muted colour schemes in 
films including Batman Returns and Sleepy Hollow (Tim Burton, 1999). His penchant for surreal 
cinematic sequences are also evident in works such as Pee Wee’s Big Adventure and Big Fish 
(Tim Burton, 2003). 
In addition, Burton’s works involve extreme attention to detail in colour, pattern, 
costume, scale and perspective. The “abstract and unusual imagery” (qtd. in Smith and 
Matthews 63) of Burton’s works is reliant on a dual–pronged experience: the act of seeing and 
the awareness of this act. His films reflect the visualization of “an unspoken, subconscious thing. 
. . something you can’t quite put words to. . .a certain magic and mystery, [a] tactile quality of 
the surreal and unexpected, which places the spectator in a position of suspension” (Salisbury 
xxi). Spectators are made conscious of the film’s artificiality/unreality and yet are drawn to visual 
elements of colour, pattern and perspective in the acts of seeing and recognizing their role as 
spectator. This places Burton’s complex use of visual culture as the central mechanism in his 
manipulation of space through visual culture. 
Intrinsically, the Burtonesque aesthetic is highly stylized, full of exaggerated features 
and bright, clashing colours. These elements reveal Burton’s preference for whimsy over 
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convention and realism, lending a sense of wonderment and strangeness to his aesthetic. In 
embracing these qualities, Burton’s complex visual-scapes engage the active, investigative and 
critical gaze of his spectators. Burton’s aesthetics capitalize on continually reshaping and 
harnessing the dynamism of the “postmodern condition. . . which see(s) little difference 
between our political culture . . . and celluloid culture, between real-life and reel life” (Aitken 
and Zonn 5). What makes Burton’s works critically fascinating is how they are branded as quirky 
and off-beat in a way that seems to absolve them of any link to reality. However, I argue that 
what seems like a non-association with reality should instead be seen as an indirect blurring of 
onscreen depictions with off-screen reality. Burton anticipates the gaze of the spectator by 
lulling them into a false security in being open to identify with his non-realistic filmscape by 
using elements of the recognizable real-world. An example of this is the landscaped, edible 
garden interior of Will Wonka’s factory in Charlie—where recognizable and familiar places such 
as a factory or a garden are made to be foreign: Burton’s gardens of rolling hills and rivers are 
portrayed as edible confections in over saturated, high wattage colours. The spectator’s 
acceptance of this colourful, edible garden interior is held up by two seemingly contrasting 
conditions: firstly, an awareness of the construct of film which allows them to distance 
themselves from the cinematic gaze, and secondly  enactment of the spectatorial gaze which 
allows them a complicity with the filmic narrative at the expense of recognizing their own 
position as being beyond the screen. This Burtonesque blurring of ‘real’ and ‘reel’, pushes the 
spectator to work toward an identification with the off-beat cinematic occurrences by 
recognizing two main things: their role as spectator and their own susceptibility to suspend their 
belief of the real world in their spectatorial position. This Burtonesque presentation of “real-life 
and reel life” shows how the use and function of visual culture affects the formation of 
spectatorial identity by engaging the critical spectatorial gaze. In this way, the spaces of 
negotiation/discernment between “real-life and reel life”, between reality experienced outside 
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the cinema and the onscreen depictions of bizarre situations, aid a reflexive spectatorship. 
Burton’s aesthetics extend to depictions of disconcerting characters like Edward who has 
scissors for hands in Edward or a talking rabbit in Alice. These elements challenge the 
spectatorial gaze to constantly adjust definitions of believability in engaging the ‘real-ness’ of a 
characters without hands, or the real-ness of a rabbit which are subject to Burtonesque 
aesthetic manipulation. 
 
1.2.1 Fielding the Spectator through Burtonesque Aesthetics 
In terms of cinematography, Burton’s aesthetics is influenced by changing technology 
and the maturing climate of visual culture, as well as by the demands of what each film project 
requires. In Edward, the employment of wide lenses catered to “the general sense of sameness, 
especially in the interiors of the houses, where the sparseness of rooms creates a sense of 
immense isolation when the camera magnifies” the view of Edward in the house, while the 
“crisp, clear, brightly lit low-contrast shots emphasize further the uniformity of the 
neighbourhood, and the oddness of Edward in comparison” (Smith and Matthews 114). 
Moreover, the contrast of “static camera shots” and “gently floating series of camera 
movements” (Smith and Matthews 114) work to infuse meaning (in this case a sense of awe and 
trepidation) as Peggy, a door-to-door Avon sales representative approaches the mansion in 
which she finds Edward in Edward. These elements of cinematography add to the Burtonesque 
visual spectacle, infusing space with meaning by framing the oddness of space or character for 
the eyes of the spectator. Burton incorporates unsettling elements of social reclusion through an 
expanse of space and uses changing filming styles in order to shuttle between merging the 
spectator’s point-of-view with the camera, establishing a distance between the cinematic 
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apparatus and the seeing “I”/”eye”. These techniques show how his films incorporate elements 
of reel-life and real life. Spectators identify with the gaze of the camera and identify with the 
onscreen events and characters, seeing elements of familiar real-life struggles against isolation 
or emotion, but also remain aware that the camera frames the events that are being viewed, 
and are therefore conscious of the film’s reel-life narrative. The movement between these two 
states shows how Burton’s aesthetics operate to champion the active gaze of the spectator by 
endowing the spectatorial position with an awareness that is built, in part, on the reflexivity of 
the image, foregrounding its production and reception. 
 This idea demonstrates how Burtonesque aesthetics involve the depiction of both filmic 
space and diegetic space to frame spectatorship. As discussed in later chapters of this thesis, 
complex spaces such as the rabbit hole in Alice, the surreal desert-scape in Beetlejuice and the 
brightly-coloured, saturated vision of Wonka’s factory in Charlie “self-reflexively draw attention 
to the act of looking involved in perceiving visual images” (Walker and Chaplin 103). By 
presenting scenes that are deliberately unrealistic, the spectator is twice-alienated from the 
image: once by the nature of the filmic medium that dictates a distance between spectator and 
screen, and secondarily from an identification with the foreign depicted diegetic space. This 
alienation of the spectatorial gaze is therefore both anticipated and used by the Burtonesque 
aesthetics, through the use of cinematic techniques of multiple forced perspectives, that 
function to foreground the act of seeing. The spectator is aware of his or her own gaze at the 
onscreen depictions, aware that his/her real gaze is enacted on a virtual object. It is this 
awareness that makes the seeing and the understanding of the act productive on two levels: to 
ascertain the meaning of the image(s), and to recognize his or her own complicit role as a 
spectator in this process of meaning-making. 
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This specific spectatorial experience is shaped by Burton’s aesthetics, particularly “[i]ts 
partial unreality and our willingness to suspend belief” (Aitken and Zonn 18),
2
 a suspension that 
includes an awareness of the film’s virtual qualities. Burton’s filmscape therefore becomes a 
realm within which the spectator negotiates the relationship between reality and self through 
identifying with virtual spaces as ‘real’. However, Rampley (2005) suggests that there is “no such 
thing as visual culture. . . no cultural practice that is entirely visual. . .[as] (a)ll cultural practices 
function using a variety of means, involving visual perception and communication” (2). This 
suggests that the discussion surrounding visual culture studies becomes inseparable from the 
relevant, pervasive and extensive notion of communication in and through Burton’s films. While 
it is extreme to suggest that visual culture relies on a purely visual mode to function, it is 
perhaps more productive to consider “the notion of culture as something of quality to be 
achieved or possessed. . . a complex set of social expectations and values” (Rampley 10). The 
role of the spectator becomes rooted in understanding both the images of the Burtonesque 
aesthetic that the seeing eye apprehends and the act of the seeing itself. Hence, if one were to 
consider that “[c]inematic space. . . may be viewed as a cognitive mapping that serves to 
reaffirm the self by partially apprehending the real” (Aitken and Zonn 20), the spectator’s role 
becomes one of identification and discernment not just between real and virtual but of the 
process of discernment between the two.  
This discussion of spectatorship hinges on Frederic Jameson’s (1984) work on cognitive 
mapping which explores the negotiation of the self in understanding images.
3 
Jameson proposes 
that “postmodern hyperspace—has finally succeeded in transcending the capacities of the 
individual human body to locate itself, to organize its immediate surroundings perceptually, and 
cognitively to map its position in a mappable external world” (83). This “disjunction point 
between the body and its built environment” (Jameson 83-84), suggests a need for cognitive 
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mapping in order to make sense of the fragmented experiences of self and environment. 
Jameson’s postmodern articulation is relevant to the Burtonesque context, in which the 
spectatorial relationship between the Burtonesque aesthetic and cognition of space(s) involves a 
negotiation of the self through the process of simultaneous identification with and alienation 
from the onscreen images. The spectatorial process of meaning-making becomes inseparable 
from his/her own ideas which have been formed beyond the cinema. As such, “(t)he cinematic 
place is not, therefore, limited to the world represented on the screen. . . but the meanings 
constructed through the experience of film” (Hopkins 50). Through this, one recognizes the 
importance of both the production and reception of visual cues and aesthetics within the study 
of film and popular culture which depend on and ultimately constitute spectatorial 
understanding.  
A further consideration of the spectator involves a direct examination of the filmic 
medium. In the process of film-making and film-watching, it is important to recognize that a 
number of gazes occur.
4
 These gazes, enacted between actor and camera, between spectator 
and screen, between actor and spectator, and between actors on screen are all informed by 
seemingly conflicting conditions of transcendence and limitations. These gazes can transcend 
space: the spectator’s gaze may be aligned with the camera or the actor, or the actor may cast a 
direct gaze at the spectator space. However, limitations also exist as the gaze is confined to the 
changing relationships between these players: the spectator, the camera and the actor(s). Out of 
these gazes, all are pre-formed or scripted, except that of the spectator, who is meant to shuttle 
between an understanding of each gaze and make sense of the depicted onscreen reality whilst 
simultaneously negotiating their own conceptions of the real world beyond the cinema. The 
screen therefore offers a limited representation of reality, but transcends processes of the 
seeing eye to encompass spectatorial cognition. These gazes suggest that postmodernism has 
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placed “the self as a social and ideological construct which is endlessly in process, and identity as 
being constituted performatively by what the self does” (Gregson 41), or in this case, what the 
self sees, perceives and cognizes. The process of self-identification might be considered 
performative, where the spectator’s act of identification with onscreen places, peoples and 
objects denotes an objectification of identity. In identifying with fragments of a depicted reality, 
the act of identification becomes an end to a means of seeing. Identification becomes a mere 
product in the process of seeing rather than being part of the act of spectatorship. Thus, the 
spectator is trapped in a hall of mirrors, relating only to the on-screen re-presentation of reality 
and caught up in the search for identity as part of the seeing. However, through Burton’s films, 
this idea is again turned on its head. In seeking meaning of the images through identification and 
an objectification of identity, Burton forces the spectator to become aware of the act of seeing 
and of cognition, and as a result, is forced to reconstitute an identity through the meaning that is 
gained. While it may seem circuitous, this thesis instead argues that this cycle of meaning and 
identification is predicated in the use of Burtonesque aesthetics in the employment of space. 
 
1.3. Unpacking Motifs and Examples of Burtonesque Aesthetics  
The following section examines specific elements of Burtonesque aesthetics that affect 
spectatorship in several ways. A discussion of cinematographic quirks that are apparent 
throughout Burton’s cinematic oeuvre reveals three main aesthetic characteristics. Firstly, the 
Burtonesque aesthetic anticipates the sophistication of the spectatorial gaze, providing layered 
visual complexities with multiple points of focus, colours and meanings within each scene. This 
ultimately champions the active gaze of the spectator which denotes a position of power over 
the filmscape. This mastery over the space of the film functions to draw the spectator into the 
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diegetic narrative. Secondly, the Burtonesque aesthetic often undermines the gaze of the 
spectator by deliberately subverting certain pre-existing spectatorial expectations. This occurs 
through the conflation of perspective and scale that ‘trick’ the spectator into aligning 
him/herself with the cinematic gaze of the camera/director. The third characteristic of the 
Burtonesque aesthetics is a result of the first two conditions: the alienation of the spectatorial 
gaze. The spectator is meant to exhibit a simultaneous acceptance of the filmic unreality and 
complicity with the very unreality he or she is gazing at. This condition occurs when the 
spectator becomes self-reflexively aware of his/her own gaze, as well as the function of that 
gaze. 
 
1.3.1 Scale, Light and Warped Perspective 
Burton’s early works, particularly Vincent (Tim Burton, 1982), encompass “grainy black 
and white nightmare images, half-glimpsed through the general air of gloom and darkness that 
permeate[s] the entire film” (Smith and Matthews 26). Burton’s aesthetics often employs long 
shadows cast on walls, staircases and floors that are slanted and skewed, suggesting that his use 
of perspective creates an uneasy sense of the topsy-turvy.  
This is seen in both Beetlejuice and Edward, where the use of slanted, patterned floors 
and winding staircases complicate the establishment of any one fixed focal point. Instead, the 
spectatorial gaze is meant to move across different focal points in each image/scene, creating a 
sense of movement and encouraging an ongoing negotiation of space. The contrast of black and 
white emphasizes the starkness of Burton’s ability to narrate through his brand of visual 
aesthetics. The figures of Edward and Beetlegeuse both represent abject, human-esque figures 
placed in spaces that are seemingly abnormal. By placing a foreign body in a foreign space, 
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Burton signals a tripled distance between spectator and onscreen events—the distance between 
screen and spectatorial cognition, the foreignness of the onscreen character and the foreignness 
of the depicted diegetic space. This distancing frames problematic notions of human versus 
inhuman, of natural versus unnatural, which immediately spring to the forefront of any 
spectatorial negotiation of these space(s). Burton’s visual representation of how human 
relations and emotions affect spaces, and more importantly the perception of spaces, reveals 
how Burtonesque aesthetics foreground the complexities of space and identity through 
spectatorial cognition.  
Moreover, the distortion of scale and perspective in Burton’s mise-en-scene works to 
disorient the spectator, whose active gaze seeks to root itself in the act of identification with 
onscreen objects and negotiate a sense of self through the filmscapes varying levels of reality 
and un-reality. The use of warped perspective within Burtonesque aesthetics therefore affects 
space and spectatorship. Burton’s films reflect the state of “visual cognition as a process of 
knowing” (Williams 193): the spectator is invested not only in the diegesis of the film, but in the 
act of seeing, of understanding and of internalizing the way he/she experiences the film. As 
such, in participating in the identification with both the image and the processes of image 
reception, the spectator is involved “in developing perceptions of reality and normalcy” (Belz 
195) in relation to the self. The spectatorial gaze hence becomes inextricable from the active 
gaze of the postmodern spectator that Burton’s aesthetic champions. 
The predominance of the visual in postmodern spectatorship affects how Burton’s 
filmscapes challenge the cognition of space. For example, in Beetlejuice, we see the Maitlands 
enter a blue-hued room with uneven checkered floors and crooked door frames. The use of 
warped perspective is meant to create the impression of a wave-like and unstable ground. In this 
instance, the spectator acknowledges that the Maitalnds’ liminal existence in-between life and 
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death, accounts for the disorientating nature of the checkered floors. Burton’s use of visual 
aesthetics deliberately provokes spectatorial uneasiness. This sense of unease is achieved 
through the disorienting sense of perspective and colour and through the film’s narrative. In this 
instance,  the Maitlands are dead and hence the diegetic space is other-worldly; the changing 
and thus unstable meaning of diegetic space becomes apparent to the spectator. It follows that 
since the space is other-worldly, the uneven checkered flooring becomes ‘normal’ by virtue of 
that other-worldliness. In this case, the spectator can enjoy the disorientation and negotiate the 
unfamiliarity of the changing diegetic space as they root themselves in the spectatorial position 
as someone who exists beyond the ‘other-worldliness’ of the screen. The space of spectatorial 
cognition constantly adjusts to accommodate the changing spaces within the film. Thus, a 
recapitulation of space and the relation of self in/to space occurs, showing how Burtonesque 
aesthetics, space and postmodern spectatorship become interrelated in the act of gazing and 
cognizing. 
It is through this use of scale, light and perspective that Burton exemplifies the claim 
that most “modern art. . . [harbours] fragmentation, disunity, dissonance, a deliberate clash of 
styles/ shock effects . . . [that] are part of the appeal” (Walker and Chaplin 158). The dissonance 
that is confounded and facilitated by the spectatorial gaze in the aid of Burton’s aesthetics 
suggests that his use of visuals aims to champion the spectatorial gaze. This idea of “(p)leasure is 
a crucial part of the experience of visual culture” (Walker and Chaplin 150) and showcases 
Burton’s works as a kind of “postmodern funhouse” (He 18) that engages the spectator in the 
negotiation of space. Through visual culture, Burton challenges his spectators to approach 
distorted spaces without completely isolating them from mainstream culture, thereby 
championing the mobile gaze of the postmodern spectator and challenging ideas of normalcy in 
order to establish a reflexive brand of spectatorship. The spectator thus leaves the film-watching 
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experience with an altered negotiation with and through space(s): the space of the screen, the 
space of spectatorial cognition and the space of identity. 
 
1.3.2 Surrealist Stamp 
Burtonesque aesthetics also involve an employment of surrealism. Burton’s Beetlejuice, 
for instance, uses “rocks in seven scales . . . arrange(d) . . . in diminishing perspective” (Smith and 
Matthews 62) in addition to the construction of a “forced perspective set with a 40-foot blue 
skyscraper and painted plants”, in order to create the vast surreal landscape beyond the 
threshold of the Maitland’s home. These “visual confections” (He 17) involve the deliberate and 
detailed construction of set, props and costumes to achieve a specific effect on spectatorial 
perception. Meant to provoke, intrigue and challenge the cognition of depicted spaces, and 
more importantly to challenge the function of space(s), Burton’s surreal filmscapes become 
productive tools that further support a complex and reflexive spectatorship. Burton’s surreal 
visual effects, seen in the Beetlejuice landscape,  are deliberate construction of depicted spaces 
with feelings of unease and unfamiliarity, which mirror eerie and unusual meanings of 
relationships, identity and community, thereby eliciting emotions of simultaneous doubt and 
familiarity in the postmodern spectator. On encountering these sequences, spectators question 
the relationship between an onscreen character and the space s/he inhabits, and in identifying 
with the onscreen character, the spectator also questions his/her own place in his/her own 
surroundings (the space of the cinema, as well as the space beyond the cinema). These shifts 
thus cause the spectator to re-examine his or her own cognitive hold on the reality beyond the 
space of cinematic reception, and therefore, his or her own sense of self in reality. Furthermore, 
the act of accepting the surreal nature of the visual-scape leads the spectator to negotiate 
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his/her own position as the spectator who enacts the gaze on this scene. The spectatorial gaze 
deciphers images and their connotations, becoming the marker of meaning. This positions the 




Another obvious feature of the Burtonesque aesthetic is the use of visual exaggeration. 
By amplifying features and proportions, Burton’s filmscapes often reflect disorientating spaces. 
This use of exaggeration points overtly to the falsity of filmic representation as mere mirrors of 
the outside world. In many cases, however, Burton’s filmscapes offer an unrealistic and warped 
representation of an already un-real, virtual world. Hopkins (1994) suggests that “[t]he power of 
the film medium lies in its capacity to hide the mechanics of its own production” (59). However, 
in Burton’s films, the exaggerated manipulation of spaces signals the deliberate use of visuals as 
a basis for challenging modes of reception and cognition. The obvious manufactured filmic 
‘reality’ and alternate spaces Burton provides champion the utmost “authority ascribed to sight” 
(Hopkins 51), and in particular, to the mobilize gaze of the spectator. While “the film image is 
not . . . a reproduction of reality” (Hopkins 59), what Burton provides is a realm in which 
spectators recapitulate alternate re-presentations of reality within the cinematic spaces through 
their encounter with a very Burtonesque aesthetic. This aesthetic often takes on an air of the 
eerie, which is something that has translated over the years into many other forms of animation 
styles such as the depiction of “prenaturally large round eyes” (Magliozzi 13), enlarged heads, or 
miniscule facial features that disorientate. This act of disorientation and enforced negotiation 
with the filmscape through the manipulation of the spectatorial gaze also applies to Burton’s 
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extended use of elongated limbs in the depiction of characters and the common appearance of 
mutilated bodies within his works.  
By distorting recognizable forms such as bodies and staircases, spectators are tasked 
with simultaneously balancing between identifying with the onscreen characters and negotiating 
a disassociation from the onscreen depictions. As such, they are aware of themselves as 
spectators gazing at the screen. In this reflexive position, spectators gain pleasure from the 
eeriness of the exaggerated features depicted. Burton thus uses his aesthetics to subvert the 
expectations of the spectatorial gaze, instead highlighting to spectators their positions as 
curiously both within and beyond the film. 
 
1.3.4 Colours and Patterns 
Another motif of Burtonesque visual-scapes involve “the playful aesthetics of drawing 
and animation, and . . . crayons and coloured pencils . . . [which] connect him with pleasures of 
the imagination” (Magliozzi 9). This use of loud and clashing colours charges Burton’s filmscapes 
with meaning and mystery. Burton’s use of “harsh primary colours. . . successfully adds to the 
general sense of weirdness” (Smith and Matthews 67). Moreover, the “garish, almost 
psychedelic colour scheme” (Smith and Matthews 62) in Beetlejuice is also manifested, albeit in 
a more visually complex and exuberant manner, in the “hippy-trippy riot of glorious colour, 
amazing design and delightful imagination” (Salisbury xx) of Burton’s Charlie. The use of bright 
colours suggests the infusion of a sense of gaiety to a point of exaggeration that overwhelms: 
the factory is ‘a land of candy’ that is both comforting and strange. Burton’s bold and 
deliberately disorienting use of colours and patterns thus evoke a sense of distance on multiple 
planes: between spectator and screen; between reality and filmscape.  
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In particular, the Burtonesque aesthetic sees the sustained use of red throughout many 
of Burton’s films. This becomes symptomatic of Burton’s engagement with a sense of wonder 
and anticipation. In Beetlejuice, the Maitland’s doomed journey to the hardware store navigates 
a townscape of muted pastels and earth-tones contrasted with the stark use of red. The 
hardware store tools, the neighbouring fire-engine station, as well as the bridge their car will 
later crash into come to represent symbols of danger and blood. A colour that captures the 
attention of spectators, red represents a link in the continuity within this scene that employs a 
roving camera. However, as the scene unfolds, the revelation of the Maitlands’ death also shows 
that the use of red hints at the bizarreness of what is to come— the strange interim existence 
between ideas of the ordinary (a bridge, a road, a hardware shop) and death. The obvious use of 
red against pastel tones becomes a marker for the spectatorial gaze, which is drawn to the 
unmoving objects in a moving scene. The use of red becomes a visual tool that attracts the 
mobile gaze of the spectator in building a sense of narrative continuity: the spectator’s gaze is 
drawn to the use of red amidst an otherwise dull palette, and the roving spectatorial gaze moves 
across each image, scene and sequence to seek a sense of continuity within both the diegetic 
narrative and the visual one as well.  
A similar technique is used in Charlie, where Willy Wonka’s red factory trucks and 
scooters fan out through the streets of town delivering news of the Golden Ticket contest. The 
red contrasts sharply against the snowy white townscape and becomes a metaphor for the 
wonder and fantastical world of Willy Wonka that is extending into the world beyond his factory. 
As the gaze of the spectator follows the red vehicles as they move outward from the focal space, 
the multiplicity of red focal points allow the spectators to take in the entire, wider scene. The 
movement of red objects, associated with wonder and curiosity, draws the spectatorial gaze 
across the filmscape. By showing multiple moving red objects across a cinematic landscape, 
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Burton creates a fragmented focal gaze that traces several mobile focal points, thereby 
reinforcing both the culture of postmodern spectatorship and achieving narrative progression  
In addition to the use of red, Magliozzi (2010) suggests that the “repetition of stripes, 
question marks and primary colours throughout Burton’s works are manifestations of his 
carnivalesque sensibility” (14) that is apparent throughout his filmic oeuvre. These visual cues of 
clashing colours and pattern create an “underworld. . . alive with a palette of vibrant” (He 21) 
colours that stimulate the visual senses. Burton’s films function on a heightened sense of 
unreality and the filmic medium functions as a repository of the virtual (as a re-presentation of 
the real), while the use of jarring colour combinations make this representation obviously 
unrealistic. The use of checks, stripes and spots in Burton’s work (represent Burton’s 
preoccupation with childhood, while the use of simple patterns suggest a sense of repetition and 
seeming uniformity/stability. Yet, these aesthetic elements are consciously undermined through 
a descent into the surreal, which is meant to defamiliarize the association with childhood and 
stability. This provides the necessary critical distance for the spectator to then question ideas of 
childhood, and more importantly, the representation of childhood in and through filmic space(s). 
 
1.3.5 Townscapes 
Burton’s many depictions of townscapes also shape an understanding of his aesthetics. 
Aitken and Zonn (1994) suggest that the way “spaces are used . . . in film reflects prevailing 
cultural norms, ethical mores, societal structures and ideologies . . . [and that] the impact of a 
film on an audience builds social, cultural and environmental experiences” (5). Burton’s 
depiction of townscapes and suburbia reflects an endeavour to reveal the unseen and unspoken 
social relations that charge these spaces. By depicting scenes of community and the domestic, 
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Burton suggests that on one level, the function of space is designated by the bodies that inhabit 
it, and the relationships that are enacted between the bodies (which are spaces in their own 
right). 
In Beetlejuice, Charlie and Edward , Burton’s opening sequences contain shots 
(prolonged or otherwise) of a townscape that elicits ideas of social relationships: the scenes of 
cars on a road imply people are in movement, traveling to places and fulfilling their social roles. 
Burton then contrasts these shots with the domestic spaces of the main characters within these 
films, highlighting how the main characters in many of his films are shown to be solitary and 
divorced from the sense of community that the wider scene suggests. This can be seen in the 
physical and aesthetic segregation of Edward’s home in Edward: his home is on a hill and away 
from the space of the community, which symbolizes his status as social outcast. The depiction of 
the domestic space becomes an obvious and literal visual cue Burton uses to signal Edward’s 
existence as an alienated member of his community.  
Similarly, in Charlie, we see how the Buckets’ family home is depicted as a lop-sided, 
run-down, shack-like structure on the edge of an ordered, linear townscape of houses that are 
indistinguishable from each other. The depiction of space therefore also reflects Charlie’s 
humble social background and his position of ‘exile’ from the community. These examples show 
how Burtonesque spaces reflect elements of being socially outcast: Edward’s isolation and dark 
mystery, as well as Charlie’s poor but humble social position. Thus, Burton’s anticipation of the 
spectator’s reaction to cinematic landscape is a key way he manipulates and recapitulates space 





1.4. Thematic Motifs Associated With the Burtonesque Aesthetic 
The following section briefly examines thematic motifs evident in Burton’s oeuvre that 
contribute to his aesthetics. At a visual level, these themes are shown through onscreen 
characterizations and the relationship characters have with their surroundings. 
 
1.4.1 Unraveling the Innocence of Childhood 
Burton’s fascination with the figure of the child and with childhood is evident 
throughout his works. Given the proposition that “fairy tales are extremely violent and 
extremely symbolic and disturbing” (Burton in Salisbury 3), elements of mystery and the sinister 
are encapsulated in almost all of Burton’s works, including Nightmare, Charlie and Alice. In 
addition, Burton’s early works such as Vincent, Hansel and Gretel (Tim Burton, 1982) and 
Frankeweenie (Tim Burton, 1984) feature a child as the main character, while portraying the 
child’s perspective as unconventionally dark and complex. Sinister elements in these early works 
include Vincent’s black and white conceptualization of the out-cast loner, and the dark narrative 
in Frankenweenie, whose title character resurrects his dead dog Sparky and Hansel and Gretel’s 
exploration of children lured through a forest to a mysterious old lady’s house where they are 
meant to be killed.  
In these films, Burtonesque aesthetics deliberately foreground the complexities of 
childhood, aiming to capture the adult in the child, and the child in the adult. By offering 
features of whimsy within his visual aesthetics with the familiar ‘narrative’ of fairy tales, and 
combining various elements of childhood and mystery with the adult world of punishment, 
violence, consequences and death, Burton utilizes his visuals as a bridge between spaces of 
childhood and mainstream culture. His filmscapes become spaces that reflect both child and 
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adult by blurring the boundaries of filmic genres through the questioning of both ‘child-like’ 
innocence and the status of the rational, logical adult. 
 
1.4.2 Death and/or the Afterlife 
Burton’s portrayal of the afterlife champions the Burtonesque state of the ‘in-between’, 
a key motif that suggests a subversion of the dichotomy between life and death. Rather than 
portraying death as the absolute opposite of life, he depicts the afterlife as entrenched within 
the realm of social relations, material possessions and dreams. This is seen in Beetlejuice, where 
the Maitlands remain very much trapped in their daily ‘life’ even after death, as well as in Corpse 
Bride where the main dead female character gets married. In Alice, Alice’s ties to her deceased 
father are linked to her dreams and belief in Underland, whilst in Beetlejuice the Maitland’s 
journey through their after-life is marked by their relationship with each other and tied to their 
marital home as they forge a precarious relationship with Beetlegeuse the ‘exorcist’ of the 
underworld.  
Burton’s depiction of macabre death as an intrinsic part of life is hinted at through the 
use of dark shadows, warped architecture, surrealistic colours and manipulated bodies. The use 
of odd angles, shadow, and asymmetry contribute to a literal and metaphorical ‘skewed’ 
perspective in and of the filmscape that engages the active gaze of the spectator. This requires 
the spectator to actively decipher between depictions of a filmic unreality where the boundary 
between life and death is radically different from their own understandings of a reality beyond 
the cinema. Spectators must consciously suspend their reality in order to participate in the 
processes of identification with the filmic unreality that Burton presents. In doing so, they test 




1.4.3 The Clown/ Monster/ Outsider 
This discussion of the afterlife and motifs of the eerie can also be expounded through an 
examination of Burton’s fascination with the figure of the clown/monster/outsider in his 
“creature based notions of character” (Magliozzi 11). Smith and Matthews (2007; 2002) suggest 
that “some of Burton’s defining passions [were]. . . clowns, Godzilla. . . Christmas, children” (53), 
and these converge within the visual aesthetics of many of his films within his oeuvre. For 
Burton, the fantastical nature of film and “the kind of mythology it evoke[s]” (Salisbury 2) is 
apparent in the recurring figure of the jester/clown/monster. Having “always loved monster and 
monster movies” (Salisbury 2), Burton’s use of the figure of humour, ridicule and to some extent, 
the outcast, is tied in with ideas of social relations as well as with imagination. This is  perhaps 
part of the endeavour to visualize “that which is not necessarily visual” (Mirzoeff 8). For 
example, the figures of Jack Skellington in Nightmare, Beetlegeuse in Beetlejuice (Edward in 
Edward , Willy Wonka in Charlie and the Mad Hatter in Alice, all possess qualities that set them 
apart not only as characters of mystery and loneliness, but also figures of humour, 
entertainment and spectacle. Burton’s celebration of socially outcast figures who are physically 
different from the spectator accords a sense of power to the spectatorial position. In 
identification with these characters, spectators put aside their own shortcomings, recognizing 
their dominance over these onscreen characters. The bodies of these characters become spaces 
through which the postmodern spectator reconstitutes identity: a realization of ‘I am not him- I 
am ‘I’’ or ‘ I can identify with him as I am like him, but I am not really him- as this is a film and I 
am real’.  
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The spectator therefore remains in a position of power, mapping a fragmented identity 
onto the onscreen characters while being able to partially suspend the belief in reality in favour 
of the virtual spectacle established through the negotiation of Burton’s depiction of space(s). 
This postmodern critical distance allows the spectator to challenge preconceptions of a reality 
beyond the cinema, as well as preconceptions of a filmic unreality that was anticipated. In this 
act of reflexivity, the spectator thus challenges the stability of the ideas that constituted his or 
her own identity, affecting a renegotiation of subjectivity as well. 
Conclusion 
Burtonesque aesthetics reveal an intelligent understanding, anticipation and 
manipulation of spectatorship. By engaging both cinematographic and thematic tools, Burton 
manages to weave complexity, disorientation and an unexpected sense of familiarity into his 
filmscapes in an attempt to simultaneously champion the active gaze of the spectator and to 
challenge the spectatorial cognition of images through culturally dominant frames of 
understanding. In presenting his spectators with an opportunity to navigate a filmscape fraught 
with fragmentation, multiplicities and ambiguous ties to reality beyond the cinema, a self-
conscious spectatorship emerges through a negotiation of the filmic space. 
This importance of spectatorial reflexivity in Burton’s works suggest that the 
employment of and entrenchment in visual culture, which occurs in the manipulation and 
perception of space, is a reflection on the inner mindscape. The spectatorial gaze is at once 
championed, alienated, subverted and becomes reflexive. These ideas of space and 
spectatorship are further examined in chapters two and three which deal with diegetic space 
and body-space respectively. In foregrounding the elements and importance of Burtonesque 
aesthetics, this chapter has shown how the cycle of visual culture and perception comes full 
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circle in the recognition that the spectator’s mindscape too is affected by the perception and 




Chapter Two: Containment, Negotiation and Transition: 
 Burtonesque Space and Spectatorship 
 
This chapter analyzes Burtonesque space(s), establishing that it both reflects and affects 
the spectatorial mindscape. This contributes to this thesis’s overarching discussion of the three 
intersecting frames of the Burtonesque aesthetic: Visual Culture, Space and Spectatorship. 
Through an exploration of the diegetic spaces depicted within Burton’s filmscape such as the 
home, nature and sites of transition, this chapter shows how Burton’s visual construction and 
manipulation of space uses features of containment, negotiation and transition to anticipate and 
influence spectatorship as both a mode of cognition and a subject position. 
Apart from textual analysis rooted in Beetlejuice, Charlie and Alice, this chapter 
predominantly extends Bachelard’s (1994; 1969) ideas on the links between spatiality and the 
workings of the human mind. Bachelard considers the relationships between mind and place, 
between animate and inanimate and between tactile and cognitive understanding, proposing 
that the experience of space is both a visual and psychological event. I argue that, like the 
contrasts elicited in Bachelard’s discussions which reveal poetic space, Burtonesque space is also 
dependent on the differences between the two states of visual and psychological experience. 
The reception of Burtonesque space is thus dependent on the dynamism of film as an active 
space of interaction between image and screen, screen and spectator, and between spectator 
and screen image. This active filmscape becomes a site that frames the discussion of Burton’s 




By examining elements such as scale, perspective and colour in relation to space, as well 
as the non-diegetic meanings that might be associated with the depicted space(s), this chapter 
champions the Burtonesque aesthetic as a method through which Burton anticipates and 
encourages spectatorial mastery over space. This discussion is elaborated in three sections: 2.3 
Space and Containment, 2.4 Space and Negotiation and 2.5 Space as Transition. Ultimately, the 
chapter considers how Burtonesque spaces take on and change meanings as sites of creation, 
containment and transition, allowing the reflexive spectator to navigate and reconsider the 
relationship between self and other, between virtual and real. 
 
2.1 Space: Film, Spectator and Subject 
 A consideration of Burtonesque space issues from an understanding of how 
spectatorship and subjectivity are related specifically to the filmic medium. In particular, this 
section analyses the ideas of Gordon Gray and M. M. Bakhtin. Gray (2010) suggests that “[f]ilm 
works because the human brain has a threshold for perception above which a series of still 
images will appear to be continuous; this phenomenon is known as persistence of vision” (3). 
This premise that film, as a medium of communication and power, has as much to do with the 
seeing eye as it has to do with the human mind, becomes a foundational concept in approaching 
Burton’s portrayal and use of space. It is through this framework that the spectatorial mindscape 
and subjectivity become central to the act of film-watching. 
As the film’s ‘seeing eye’, the gaze of the spectator, which  is invested in the film, 
becomes complicit with the camera’s gaze. In his/her participation, the spectator therefore 
becomes interpellated as a subject of the film’s narrative and diegetic progression,
1
 a figure who 
is at once both present within the filmscape and present in the cinema watching the film. This 
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dual position is predicated on the employment of cinematographic technique and the cultural 
reception of filmic images. Gray (2010) discusses the development of cinema that encompasses 
the rise of cinematography catered to the eye of the spectator: 
Very important . . . was the introduction of various cinematic 
conventions, such as point of view (POV) shots, eye-line matches, the 180˚ 
rule, and close-ups. In other words, conventions were more established 
eliciting, constructing, and manifesting subjectivity, notably in terms of 
positioning the narrator. However, these developments also positioned an 
audience differently, engaging the viewer in actively stitching together the 
elements of film into a coherent whole (64). 
 
By implementing these techniques, Burton manages to both anticipate and manipulate 
the spectatorial gaze. This is seen in Beetlejuice, where the spectatorial gaze switches from a 
complicity with Adam and Barbara Maitland or with Beetlegeuse to that of a third-person 
observer witnessing interactions between the aforementioned onscreen characters. This 
switching, complicit, spectatorial gaze introduces two conditions: firstly, the acknowledgement 
of various versions of a surrealistic filmscape and secondly, an awareness of the onscreen 
character’s negotiations of these changing states of depicted reality within the film—states that 
are recognized as part of the Burtonesque aesthetic. These developments in cinematography 
herald a space of engagement for spectators of the Burtonesque, who are placed in a position of 
power when the gaze constantly returns to a complicity with a third person observer who views 
the disorientation, surreal colour palette and changing perspectives from a position that is 




Another theorist whose ideas aid in grounding an understanding of Burtonesque space is 
Bakhtin. Bakhtin’s work on dialogism,
2 
which involves the idea of dialogue in a process of 
communication between participants is relevant to understanding spectatorial engagement with 
the image as it suggests the idea of ‘dialogue’, and more specifically the idea of critical 
communication between authorial presence and audience, based on responses, networks and 
statements. Keeping Bakhtin’s dialogism in mind, the reception of Burton’s works becomes “a 
site of communication and contest between dominant and dominated subject positions” (Gray 
79). In the context of Burtonesque space and spectatorship, a series of dialogues emerges 
between actor and spectator, between director and filmscape, between filmscape and the 
spectatorial eye/‘I’. These ongoing dialogues suggest that the filmscape becomes an active space 
where the visual and cognitive intersect: where the filmscape acts upon, reshapes and reflects 
the spectatorial mindscape. Following a logic of Bakhtin’s dialogism suggests that spectatorship 
becomes an active part of understanding Burton’s aesthetics and intellectualized filmscapes in  
complicating the pervasiveness of visual culture as an attitude of spectatorship as much as it is a 
condition of the filmic experience. 
Through cinematographic manipulation of space, Burton establishes that spectatorship 
reinforces the dominant meanings that visual culture has continually perpetuated. For example, 
a slanted perspective of checkered flooring in Beetlejuice (seen previously in chapter one) 
becomes disorientating because the spectator has a sense of pre-established reality of level 
flooring that he or she enforces onto his/her cognition of the depicted Burtonesque visual-scape. 
The boundaries between film and reality, or between spectator and self become increasingly 
blurred as the understanding of filmic unreality is based on a combination of the experience of 
cinematic reality and the understanding of a reality that exists beyond the screen. However, as 
varying levels of unreality are presented on screen, the spectator also has to exercise mastery 
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over the filmic space in deciphering the levels of unreality within the film. An awareness of film 
and reality becomes secondary to an awareness of the very act of spectatorship that affords a 
sense of mastery over multiple spaces, specifically the filmscape, the cinema, the mindscape. By 
processing of the Burtonesque aesthetic, the spectator is led to question everything he/she sees, 
resulting in a reflexive spectator who is certain only of his/her position as spectator. 
 
2.2 Spectatorial Mastery Over Space  
Burton’s play on the spectatorial perception of space suggests that the experience of 
represented filmic reality is always more complex than a mere configuration of virtual images in 
sequence. The spectator is encouraged to invest a certain level of belief in and identification 
with the scene, becoming an active agent in the ‘presence’ of the filmic space, which suggests a 
mastery over space. By enacting a gaze on the depicted space and according meaning to people, 
objects and places depicted onscreen through  acts of identification, the spectator’s active gaze 
is exercised in the cognition of the Burtonesque filmscape. 
This can be seen in the opening sequence of Beetlejuice where scale is used to position 
the spectator’s gaze as being complicit with the camera’s eye. The movement of the camera 
mimics the mobile gaze of the spectator, according a sense of mastery over space to that “all-
seeing eye” that adopts a position of power, making the spectator a subject with mastery over 
the film as object. In the scene, a “camera races over a wood and over a small rural town” (Smith 
and Matthews 57), tracing what appears to be a suburban townscape, until a giant spider is 
encountered and the camera zooms out to reveal to the spectator that the ‘townscape’ is 
actually a miniature model replica. This element of surprise becomes an important factor in 
considering Burtonesque space as either a site of containment or dynamism. It also complicates  
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the issue of spectatorial mastery established through the abovementioned “all-seeing” gaze.  
Firstly,  space takes on a double-meaning: on one level, the filmscape is a site of the virtual that 
plays on spectatorial expectations of cinematographic space as there is an initial undisputed 
agreement that the opening scene shows an overhead view tracing a road leading toward a 
townscape. Secondly, the filmscape is exposed as an overtly manufactured space that overturns 
the complicity of the spectatorial gaze with the camera’s POV. The meaning of space becomes 
dynamic, changing with the narrative function and yet remains a site of containment: a 
filmscape that is a repository of the depicted objects, of the onscreen characters and of the 
meanings they project. 
This moment of subversion and surprise not only alienates the spectator from the gaze 
of the camera but also reaffirms the spectatorial position as being outside the filmscape, 
inhabiting a position of the real; in Burton’s hands, this conventional and usually unquestioned 
position of power is in fact, constantly destabilized, a process that foregrounds the spectator’s 
vulnerability to directional manipulation. Since the Burtonesque aesthetic is framed by an 
understanding of how spectatorship functions, it challenges this position of power by subverting 
the initial spectatorial expectation. What remains unchanging is that the filmscape is the 
medium through which the Burtonesque aesthetic expresses ideas of subjectivity, power and 
spectatorship. By subverting the spectator’s initial expectation(s) and presumed mastery of the 
cinematic space, the idea of simulation becomes apparent.
3 
The spectator’s awareness of his or 
her own position as existing outside the film’s (unreal) diegesis, which conventionally reaffirms 
spectatorial mastery over the cinematic space, is actively destabilized in the Burtonesque 
onscreen world. The experience of the bird’s-eye view of a ‘townscape’, as well as an amplified 
sense of power over the model townscape, becomes implicated in the simultaneous 
vulnerability and power of the spectatorial gaze over the filmscape. By being ‘tricked’ into 
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identification with the camera, a dual revelation of the spectatorial position occurs: 
simultaneous spectatorial power (through the active gaze), and vulnerability (in realizing that 
this gaze can be subverted) occurs. In confronting Burton’s deliberate playfulness in highlighting 
the vulnerability of the spectatorial gaze, the experience opens up the possibility for spectators 
to further interrogate their preconceived notions of the real and of culturally-dominant ideas. As 
both the seeing “I” (the subject) and the seeing “eye” (the gaze), the spectator exercises power 
over the image and over the onscreen movements between subject and object. At the same 
time, the spectator is aware of the relationship between the subjecthood of spectatorship in 
maintaining a power over the image. This spectatorial reflexivity that also affords a mastery of 
space,  is consolidated in the very awareness of spectatorship as seeing, as cognition. 
Another example of how Burton uses scale and size to show how spectatorial mastery 
over space occurs and is then undermined, is found in Charlie. The play on scale and size elicits 
the existence of power relations between object and subject within the film, which constantly 
alter with the changes in spatial relations between on-screen characters and their surroundings. 
In Charlie, a giant chocolate bar is teleported into a television programme  in the film’s “real” 
world where it  becomes a normal-sized bar. This scene relates several key points that exemplify 
Burton’s use and recapitulation of spatial relations for the spectator. Firstly, Burton accords a 
sense of mastery over space to the spectator—it is the spectatorial gaze that witnesses an object 
change in both form and size twice when the object shifts from Wonka’s factory to the television 
channel in Charlie’s “real” world. This mastery over space and spatial dimensions enables the 
spectator to understand the differences between (i) the reality that extends beyond the cinema, 
(ii) diegetic reality and (iii), a diegetic “unreality” represented by the altered state of the 
chocolate bar in Wonka’s factory. In Charlie, the challenge (and potential pleasure) of the 
cinematic experience lies in both acknowledging, while simultaneously disregarding, the 
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discrepancies and paradoxes explored and represented in the film.  Moreover, in the act of film-
watching, the spectatorial gaze remains in a position of power over the film: he or she is not 
affected by the bend in ‘reality’ that takes place in the film. This accords a sense of mastery to 
the spectatorial gaze, reaffirming the subject position of the spectator as being outside the 
bend(s) of cinematic reality, even as this spectator becomes an agent of cognizant awareness of 
the Burtonesque aesthetics. By understanding the changing spatial relations, the spectator only 
retains mastery over the filmic space by conceding the subversions of the gaze, thus allowing 
Burton’s narrative to achieve its complex goals. The cognition of Burtonesque space thus shows 
how the active spectatorial gaze is important in deciphering and challenging the meanings of the 
filmic images. At the first level, the space of the film is seen as a site of containment of the 
spectatorial gaze, and the changing depiction of onscreen objects. At the second level, space is 
the agent of change in the cognition of the ‘real’. By changing the size of the chocolate bar in 
Charlie, and thereby changing its adherence to the shifting filmic ‘realities’, the spectator 
exercises a suspicion of the ‘real’ twice-over. Firstly, the spectator recognizes filmic reality as 
‘simulation’ (a representation of reality) as chocolate bars cannot be altered drastically in size in 
the ‘real’ world of the film, or in the real world outside the cinema. As such, they maintain 
spectatorial mastery over the initial diegetic space. However, spectatorial mastery over filmic 
reality is also destabilized when the chocolate bar is transposed both to and from Charlie’s ‘real 
world’ into his virtual world of the television and back ‘out’ again. The enactment of the 
spectator’s active and critical gaze thus not only evokes a sense of mastery over filmic space, but 
this mastery is then deliberately undercut by the destabilizing forces of Burton’s spatial 
aesthetics.  An understanding of both the diegetic and cinematic workings of Burtonesque film 
results in an awareness of the spectator’s vulnerable mastery over space.  
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The third example of how spectatorial mastery of space is reframed via alterations of 
scale and size is seen in Alice where Alice ingests food and drink to change her size in order to 
gain a false sense of mastery over the objects in her surroundings. Within the filmic narrative, 
Alice is given the means to alter her size and change with her surroundings, yet these abilities 
never fully afford her control over her adventures in Underland. She constantly questions her 
existence as being between two states: firstly, a state of perceived dreaming where she assumes 
Underland is merely a figment of her imagination, and, when she is unable to end her dream by 
pinching herself awake, a second state of perceived reality. The spectator recognizes the 
filmscape’s artificiality; dictated by an awareness that one cannot ingest food to change one’s 
size. This realization of cinematic unreality is amplified when Alice does not gain mastery over 
her surroundings: at first reducing herself to too small a size, and then into too large a version of 
herself. As spectators who exist beyond the cinematic realm, this awareness of Alice’s false 
mastery over scale and size of her environment and her body cement the role of distant 
observation that defines the cinematic unreality of Burton’s filmscapes. However, Burton’s 
playful attitude towards the depiction of objects, and more importantly the false sense of 
mastery Alice experiences over her surroundings, suggests a complicated notion of false mastery 
over space. In identification with Alice, the spectator’s mastery over space, like Alice’s, is also 
curbed: he or she is at the mercy of the way the onscreen body becomes a mere object in space, 
subject to its environment. It is only in the awareness of his or her own spectatorial role that 
reaffirms the mastery over both the space of the film and the space(s) in the film by realizing 
that the enactment of the gaze occurs outside the filmscape. 
These textual analyses raise two ideas on the spectatorial mastery of space. Firstly, 
Burton suggests that part of the cognitive ‘hold’ spectators have on reality is the acceptance of 
‘normalcy’: a door is meant to be big enough to go through; a table is meant to be at a 
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reasonable height for one to reach. These depictions of space and spatiality afford the spectator 
a sense of mastery over space to the spectator as the unchanging power of the spectatorial gaze 
assuages the spectator’s anxiety over the ‘need’ for stable meaning; an anxiety that only 
emerges in the light of Burton’s deliberately disorienting cinematic sequences. Secondly, since 
the spectators, unlike Alice, are not bound within the filmscape, their mastery over space is 
extended through the act of gazing and cognizing as subjects beyond the film and beyond the 
movie theatre. Hence, by changing elements of scale and size in the film, spectators are invited 
to indulge in the fantasy of change, of a departure from normalcy into the surreal where space 
becomes unfamiliar yet remains non-threatening to the spectator’s subjectivity. Burtonesque 
space therefore affects the reflexive spectatorial mindscape by challenging ideas of reality and 
the virtual, of the normal and the deviant. 
 
2.3 Space and Containment: The Maitlands’ Home in Beetlejuice 
The following section discusses the Maitland’s home in Beetlejuice, highlighting how 
Burton’s depiction of space as a site of containment reflects postmodern anxieties over power, 
meaning and subjectivity that affect spectatorship. In his work on Burton’s Camp Surreal, 
Kennedy (1995) suggests that “Burton’s subversive dismantling of generic architecture accords 
with transgression or disarrangement of character” (13). In the case of the Maitlands, their 
domestic space changes in form and function after their death. The Maitland home is initially 
presented as a space of safety and respite with each spouse content with their own tasks, 
turning away the threat of dispossession in the form of interested buyers merely by shutting a 
door or drawing a window shade close. Here, the idea of ownership and possession over space 
becomes key to the infusion of meaning in the domestic space as a haven and as a container of 
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their happiness. This suggestion of space as container therefore implicates two outcomes: the 
contained space shuts the Maitlands in, and it keeps others out. However, this domestic site 
changes from a place of freedom—“two whole weeks at home: the perfect vacation” 
(Beetlejuice), into a place of entrapment when they meet a fatal car crash which makes them 
presumably dead occupants confined to the house and trapped in an in-between state of 
disorientation between the ‘real’ and surreal.  
Upon their death, the Maitlands’ home degenerates into a place of distress and 
surrealism. Adam and Barbara Maitland find that they are unable to move beyond the physical 
boundary of their home as doing so plunges them into a surreal, hostile desert landscape 
inhabited by threatening giant-sized sandworms—a foreign and anachronistic place of 
disorientation. The cinematic sequence cuts from a warm red glow in the interior of the 
Maitland home to Adam descending down the steps at the front of the home into a envelope of 
darkness. The next frame cuts to a overhead shot of Adam in a dark foreign landscape with a 
purple structure in the background, and finally to a landscape frame of a surrealistic desert in 
blue, yellow and red. Spectators are meant to be drawn to the bizarre sequence, but also 
recognize its foreignness in relation to previously depicted domestic spaces, negotiating 
between levels of depicted un-reality that are measured against their preconceptions of reality 
outside the cinema, and of the depicted ‘reality’ within the filmscape. The dead Maitlands’ 
disorientating experience of space is mirrored in the spectatorial experience of the depicted 
domestic space within the filmscape. The effect of the Matilands’ containment within the home, 
and the spectator’s containment within the cinema is compounded by the changing depiction of 
space as form of containment. The spectator thus negotiates the idea of space as a force of 
containment: the actor within the screen, the character within the house, the spectator within 
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the cinema. The changing spectatorial experiences of depicted spaces therefore transcends the 
physical space of the screen and involves the space of spectatorship and cognition. 
Within their home, the Maitlands find that their images are not reflected in mirrors, and 
that Barbara’s hand, which is accidentally set on fire, does not feel pain. This scene switches to a 
view of the Maitland home on a hill, set in a reddish-orange hue that denotes either sunrise or 
sunset: states that are in-between night and day. The Maitlands’ home therefore becomes a 
physical site ‘containing’ their in-between state as they are unable to escape both their physical 
space and their physiological state. In their state of ‘death’, their experience of space becomes 
foreign and unfamiliar. For the Maitlands, and the spectators who identify with them, the 
domestic space is no longer part of the natural, living realm, but a liminal realm that contains 
body-spaces that are no longer part of the natural, living world. Thus, spectators are forced to 
negotiate this surreal filmscape as a symptom of a Burtonesque endeavour to challenge 
dominant meanings of life/death and home. As dead people, the Maitlands are no longer 
recognized as owners of the domestic space and the spectator, who identifies with the 
Maitlands, also loses mastery over this space in this identification. Spectators recognize that 
their identification with the Maitlands involves a concession of their own subjectivity that lies 
outside the cinema. As such, they are able to maintain a distance from the Maitlands and 
resume a position of mastery over the depicted domestic space. For both the onscreen 
characters and the spectators who identify with them, the experience of space changes with the 
shifting positions of power: the dispossessed inhabitants cannot exercise control over their 
surroundings, just as the spectator, at some level, registers that he or she cannot control the 
happenings in the film. However, unlike the way in which the Maitlands try to regain their 
subjecthood in relation to their surrounding space by trying to regain power over the new 
inhabitants of their house, the spectator’s subjectivity is reaffirmed through the power of the 
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gaze that is exercised upon the film as a simulacrum. The act of gazing and the awareness of the 
act suggest that their ability to exercise power over their own surroundings remains 
unthreatened. Upon realization that the film is a virtual depiction of an unreal ‘real’, the split 
between the act of gazing and the awareness of the act occurs in the spectator. 
In this way, spectators identify with the onscreen characters who have a fragmented 
experience of the domestic space. This Burtonesque domestic space is seen as a dual site of 
stability and disorientation that translates into a fragmented spectatorial mindscape which is 
caught in the disorientation of the filmic experience. Spectators are simultaneously drawn to the 
filmscape and alienated through the act of film-watching. This disorientation issues from the 
multiple sites of identification such as the identification with a sense of home, with the fear of 
death and with the emotions of the characters within the filmscape. Spectators also experience 
a simultaneous rejection of the perceived reality, as Burton plays on the spectatorial 
identification of the surreal as being that which is opposed to the normal or familiar. This ability 
of the spectator to rationalize the difference between the two reveals how the use of space 
affects spectatorial cognition. Spectators differentiate between the recognizable space of the 
domestic interior, with familiar furniture such as a bed, a couch, fixtures such as steps, windows 
or a door, and the strange occurrences such as the surreal landscape that exists beyond the 
threshold of the home or Barbara’s ability to float in the air whilst rolling over in her sleep. 
Burton’s melding of both the familiar and the unfamiliar within the diegetic space is also 
mirrored in the use of the filmic medium to bridge the gap between real and virtual, collapsing 
the distance between the mind’s eye and the eye’s mind, the spectator and the subject. Space 
becomes a tri-fold concern— (i) seen onscreen, (ii) through the site of the Maitland home, and 
(iii) negotiated through changes in diegetic meaning and through spectatorial cognition (the 
mindscape)— wherein the spectator must negotiate between levels of depicted un-reality that 
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are measured against their conceptions of reality outside the cinema, and their preconceptions 
of the depicted reality within the filmscape. 
In addition, Burton’s use of a surreal colour palette of yellow, orange, black and blue in 
the altered Maitland home reflects an expression of “(t)he uncanniness of the inanimate made 
animate” (Kennedy 14). The jarring combination of colours forces spectators to negotiate 
between different levels of unreality. Spectators first negotiate it as a cinematic representation 
of domestic space when they encounter the Maitland home as a brightly-lit private space that 
Adam and Barbara guard fiercely, turning away their neighbour’s repeated requests for them to 
sell the home by closing the door on her, or shutting the window blinds in her face. This 
domestic space then becomes altered after the death of the Maitlands, when their home 
becomes a dimly-lit space where they start to discover their in-between state after their death. 
Finally, the spectator experiences the Maitland home as a completely surreal space of virtual 
representation beyond the subscribed realm of the domestic onscreen space when the new 
owners of the home completely redecorate the space with foreign furniture, colour scheme and 
ultimately change its function, even as the Maitlands encounter the supernatural surreal space 
within their home after their deaths. The domestic space is no longer home to the Maitlands, 
but a space they do not recognize or possess.  
For Burton, domestic space becomes infused with multiple meanings: familiar but 
foreign, real but virtual, visual but cognitive. The experience of space involves an examination of 
diegetic space as an object as well as a Foucauldian internal space of “primary perception, the 
space of dreams” (Foucault and Miskowiec 23) that render the experience inextricable from a 
consideration of subjectivity.
4
 Burton’s surreal portrayal of the Maitland home feeds into the 
idea of a dreamscape: a place removed from reality, a place where notions of the repressed 
(ideas of death, of monsters) are enacted. The spectator watches the depicted space as an 
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object, but becomes involved in the on-screen characters’ changing experience of space, 
identifying with the disorientation experienced by the Maitlands. By identifying with the 
Maitlands’ experience of space as well as being aware of their own position as spectator, the 
space of the film, the space in the film and the space of film-watching all become sites of 
simultaneous identification and fragmentation. The experience of Burtonesque space (the site of 
the Maitland home) therefore becomes a way through which the spectator’s subjectivity is both 
formed and affirmed. 
 
2.4 Space and Negotiation: Nature, Society and Subjectivity 
The Burtonesque treatment of space also portrays nature as perplexing. Drawing 
attention to the relationship between the natural world and the unnatural, nature becomes a 
site of confusion and reconciliation. The framing of natural space is of particular importance in 
works such as Edward and Alice. In the former, Edward’s physical difference and his social 
awkwardness is reconciled with the suburban community through his inhabitation and mastery 
of a natural environment. With metal blades for digits on his hands, a pale face, an attire of black 
leather and metal trimmings and movements that are rigid (and seemingly unnatural), he is a 
figure of terror set in contrast to his suburban surroundings . Initially, Burton depicts Edward as 
“living alone in the attic of a gothic castle” (Salisbury 98) and this picture of “isolation” (Salisbury 
98) resonates with the spectator as a reflection of the alienating detachment of the postmodern 
condition. Edward is isolated in the domestic space, away from the greenery and natural calm of 
the community. However, Burton’s depiction of suburbia through the use of muted, pastel 
shades lends a veneer of the unnatural (as discussed in chapter one), which also extends toward 
the depiction of the people who inhabit these spaces. In Edward, the uniform pastel houses 
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within the suburban landscape mirror the robotic similarities between the inhabitants of the 
houses, who mimick each other’s opinions and actions in a discomforting way, dressed in similar 
pastel shades, make-up and hairstyles. 
More interestingly, it is in the natural space that Edward gains a measure of social 
acceptance and affirmation. By utilizing his scissor-hands to manipulate nature by trimming and 
shaping hedges into beautiful topiary, he gains acceptance into the suburban community. His 
ability to transform natural elements of nature, such as hair or shrubbery into works of art and 
beauty suggests that Edward’s position as ‘outsider’ within the natural space, allows him to 
essentially change nature. By enacting this change, Edward becomes empowered. When 
“Edward sculpts an angel out of ice on the Boggs’ lawn, creating shards of snow-like ice as he 
does so” (Smith and Matthews 99) , the aesthetic whiteness and purity of snow, amplifies how 
nature becomes a place for Edward to come into his own. It is a space where Edward forms an 
identity and concretizes his position as an accepted member of the community. No longer an 
object of ridicule and outcast, Edward becomes a master over his environment: a sculptor of 
hedges and of ice, given praise and affirmation by others. Through this act of integration in and 
through the space of nature, he gains the acceptance of those around him. The “images of the 
ice and hedges, just as a natural out-growth“ (Salisbury 89-90) of Edward’s otherness, become 
signs of his function in a “pastel-coloured version of suburbia” (Salisbury 89). Edward utilizes his 
skills in order to manipulate natural space, in order to ‘carve’ out a space in his natural social 
environment. Through a triple negotiation of identification with Edward as outsider, with 
Edward as the ‘master of his environment’ and with Edward the protagonist of the onscreen 
narrative, spectators are given multiple points of identification. By relating to Edward’s changing 
positions of power within the film, the spectatorial gaze affords a sense of sympathy and/or 
projection of the self. Spectators sympathize with Edward as an outcast and later ‘share’ in his 
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triumph of acceptance, which echoes a reaffirmation of their own subject positions beyond the 
space of the cinema. Similarly, when the community later turns on him, Edward goes on a 
rampage through the town destroying manicured hedges. Spectators thus identify with the 
relationship between diegetic narrative and the role of natural space in the film, identifying with 
Edward’s emotions of anger and betrayal, whilst maintaining a mastery over Edward as an object 
within the filmscape. Through the depiction of natural sites like the garden, as well as through 
the relationship between Edward and his environment, space is represented diegetically and 
metaphorically. This relationship between onscreen character and onscreen space is echoed in 
the negotiation between spectator and the understanding of depicted space(s).  
Moreover, through Burton’s depiction of nature, spectators are tasked to negotiate the 
space of the film, the spaces depicted in the film, and the relationships between subject and 
space in the act of film watching. The spectatorial gaze affords mastery over the space of the 
film, mastery over Edward as object, and an identification with Edward as he gains mastery over 
space. This active gaze of the spectator engages, aligning itself with sites of power, and it is 
through the changing meanings of space and subject-object relations in space that spectators 
are encouraged to re-reconsider space within the mindscape, reaffirming their postmodern 
subjectivity. 
Burton’s Alice also provides an engaging point of discussion of Burtonesque space. In 
Alice, the garden is where Alice confronts two vastly different worlds. While it is the space of 
escape from societal pressure, which takes the form of marriage and a strict social order, it is 
also where she is lured away by the rabbit in the waistcoat to the rabbit hole. The realm of the 
natural is shown to be tied to Alice’s pursuit of freedom and dreams. Ultimately, Burton 
positions the garden as a natural space which bears a metaphorical function: it is where Alice 
chooses to follow what the spectator can assume is both ‘a figment of her imagination’ and her 
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‘own mind’. Instead of conforming to societal norms and agreeing to marry Hamish, Alice 
instead chooses to follow the rabbit in the waistcoat through the garden and into the greenery 
where she falls down the rabbit hole. In running away from her own engagement party, her act 
of defiance is placed within the realm of the natural: the garden. As she chases the rabbit, Alice 
is essentially chasing her dream, falling down into an abyss of her own mindscape physically and 
perhaps psychologically, removing herself from man-made social constructs of marriage, society 
and family. Alice’s journey through the space of the natural therefore becomes an example of 
how Burton depicts space as the “reification of how we hold things usually in our minds” 
(Schwarz 78). Diegetic space melds with cognitive space and spectators experience this through 
identification with Alice. Space becomes an accessible, understandable medium through which 
the spectators are encouraged to recede into their own minds. 
In relation to the scene described above, the  acts of entering the garden, of falling down 
the rabbit hole and being in the Underland forest become ways through which Burton bridges 
the site of nature with the depiction of characterization through expression and emotion. 
Burton’s surrealistic and complex use of nature to embody space-relations relates space, 
spectatorship and subjectivity. The space that Alice inhabits becomes a reflection of her dreams 
and the circumstances of her social position. In her experience of spaces such as the rabbit hole 
and Wonderland/Underland, Alice constantly questions her subjecthood as an individual, 
wondering if she has become a figment of her own imagination within a dreamscape, or whether 
she has turned out to be the “real Alice” (Alice) in Wonderland. Spectators who identify with 
Alice become invested in a cognition and negotiation of the different spaces Alice encounters 
and experience how these spaces affect subjecthood. Spectators too, escape through the 
garden, fall down the rabbit hole, and explore Underland, except in identification with Alice, 
they become complicit in affording several concessions of ‘reality’ in recognizing the multiple 
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spaces of remove from experiencing the event as Alice does. Between the spectator and Alice, 
their identification involves a willing suspension of the disbelief set up by the distance of the 
screen, the rabbit hole within the filmscape, and Underland, which can only be accessed through 
that rabbit hole. For Alice, the journey through nature as space is about finding a place both 
within and beyond Underland, and for the spectator, the journey through the space of cognition 
signals a need to find a place both as spectator and beyond the space of cinema watching, in the 
real world through challenging preconceived dominant meanings of images now destabilized 
through the Burtonesque experience. 
 
2.5 Space(s) as Transition 
This chapter’s third exploration of Burtonesque space considers his treatment of 
transient spaces that signal an important effect of Burtonesque aesthetics. The following 
sections are organized by textual analyses of specific sites within Burton’s films that reflect how 
complexity, change and movement define Burtonesque spectatorship as sophisticated and 
reflexive. 
 
2.5.1 The Glass Elevator: Movement in Film and Mind 
The depiction of the Glass elevator in Charlie is an example of a Burtonesque endeavour. 
As a space of innovation and travel, it is an elevator that moves “sideways, longways, slantways 
and any other ways you can think of” (Charlie). These conditions of ultra-mobility in the ability to 
transcend limitations of gravity and technology therefore makes the elevator an element of 
fantasy. The use of cool-toned colours such as white, grey and blue affect a light and floating 
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effect that is meant to represent the mobility and futuristic quality of the glass elevator, 
signaling its existence beyond the real. This fantasy remains successful only because spectators 
can identify with one or both of two things: firstly the impulse to gain mastery of space through 
travel and secondly, their own experience of riding in an elevator. Burton manages to portray 
the glass elevator as a site of contrasting opposites: of mobility and containment, of fantasy and 
reality and as a place of transparency from which to see and be seen. This power of the 
spectatorial gaze translates into the importance of spectatorship as both a participant of the film 
and a force of cognition.  
Moreover, the depiction of the glass elevator reveals the Burtonesque play of light in 
terms of cinematography: the extensive use of white and grey amplify the reflective quality of 
the glass elevator, engaging the idea of voyeurism and the active gaze of the spectator. This 
reinforces the role of the spectatorial gaze that can see the film as depicted reality (a virtual 
space). The ability to see into and out of the glass elevator not only accords a double sense of 
mastery of space to the spectator, a spectator who watches the scene from beyond the screen 
and as a spectator who identifies with the on-screen character in the glass elevator, there is a 
mastery over the filmic space and the depicted onscreen space. The spectatorial gaze is thus 
fragmented, looking outwardly at the different images on the screen but also inwardly into the 
reality and subjecthood that lies outside the cinema. In the recognition of the state of 
spectatorship and the ability to detach from reality long enough to forge a sense of identification 
with the film, subjectivity is reaffirmed. The movement occurs not just in and through the space 





2.5.2 The Drawn Door: In-between Spaces 
The drawn door in Beetlejuice is another space that exemplifies the notion of transition 
and transcendence. The film features a scene where the Maitlands travel through a door that 
has been drawn with chalk on a wall. This sense of mobility and preoccupation with the 
possibilities of movement through different realms of the unknown must be considered in 
contrast with Burton’s examination of the domestic space as a site of containment. Burton 
engages with seemingly binaristic opposites: movement and entrapment, freedom and 
containment, placing the spectator in a position, indeed a space, from which he or she might 
recapitulate the meanings which spaces are meant to portray. The spectator is challenged to 
constantly resolve the fragmentation of space in all its “anxious ambiguities” (Kennedy 14), its 
instability in form, function and meaning, as well as the resulting subject-object identification 
that is symptomatic of the subjecthood of the postmodern spectator. Space is both a constant 
aspect that spectators must negotiate with and also a condition that is always changing. This 
shuttling between spaces of negotiation and their inherent meanings reflect the fragmentation 
in the postmodern mindscape: one that is able to sort through different changing meanings of 
spaces and relate them to one another through the act of gazing. 
 
2.5.3 The Rabbit Hole: Subjecthood and Place 
Another space Burton employs to show the idea of space as transition is the rabbit hole 
in Alice. In the film, Alice says “I’m falling down a dark hole” (Alice): a hole that represents the 
abyss of her own mind. The rabbit hole is both a space of transition between reality and the 
recesses of Alice’s mind as well as the transition between ‘Overland’ and ‘Underland’ (which 
Alice describes as ‘Wonderland’). The act of Alice falling down the rabbit hole suggests the 
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change in spatial relations between subject and place. Alice, a victim of the social, man-made, 
ordered space, retreats and falls into her own mind into the reflection of her mindscape and her 
recurring dreams. Alice’s ‘departure’ from reality through the rabbit hole and into her own mind 
mirrors the spectator’s experience of the film. Like Alice, they are removed from reality and 
retreat into their own minds as they cognize the film and identify with onscreen characters. 
While Alice finds a subjecthood that is different from what her ‘reality’ dictates, the spectators 
are made to question the convictions of their own reality and subjecthood outside the cinema.  
The spectators follow Alice’s fall down the rabbit hole, watching as a physical experience 
merges with one implicitly connected to her transition into her own mindscape: a piano falls 
quickly toward her and stops before crushing her, she bounces off a bed hanging off the edge of 
the wall. As she physically removes herself from her ‘reality’, Alice’s sense of reality is twisted, 
and strange occurrences mark her descent into Underland as a place of perceived imagination. 
Burton reveals a breach between strict divisions of the real and virtual, between the normal and 
the surreal, between horror and fascination. By showing perspectives that reveal the rabbit hole 
as a vortex, followed by a close up of Alice’s face, Burton places the spectator in direct 
identification with Alice, and the movement away from the ‘real’ world, into the vortex of the 
imagined (the mindscape). The space of focus no longer becomes a depiction of reality, but the 
depiction of the virtual (that which is not real).  
The intercutting shots between Alice’s POV and views of Alice falling allows Burton to 
remove his spectators from the immediacy of their ties to conditions of real-life, tapping into the 
fragmented mindscape reflecting the anxieties of dreamscapes, of fantasy, of falling, of the 
unknown and also of the fantastical by aligning the spectatorial gaze with the cinematic gaze. 
The need to root oneself in the place of the film becomes negated as the filmscape is 
rationalized as a virtual space. The recognition of the self as a ‘real’ spectator then exercises a 
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spectatorial mastery over the film and the depictions within the film, allowing for spectatorial 
subjectivity to be affirmed precisely through the performance of its own spectatorship. The links 
between the depiction and cognition of space(s) therefore reflect an understanding of filmscape 
as it does of mindscape, a tenet of the Burtonesque aesthetic. 
 
Conclusion 
Burton’s depiction of space highlights the relationship between the spectatorial gaze 
and the filmscape; between mindscape and filmscape. Burton elucidates a sense of isolation in 
his consideration of space through a twice-removal from reality predicated on the ideas of 
fantasy, of simulation through film, and the cognition of the postmodern spectator. The 
spectator both considers the depicted space as both familiar and foreign, as real and virtual. This 
sense of simultaneous identification and distancing suggests that the postmodern anxiety 
propels the spectator to find elements of identification to align its subject position to the 
familiarity of a house, a window, a garden—but also finds power in maintaining a mastery over 
the unreality of foreign elements like towering houses, crooked roofs and disorienting 
checkered-tile floors, which are unthreatening to the stability of the subject position. In this way, 
space becomes a site of containment for postmodern cognition even as it becomes a vehicle of 
affirmation of postmodern anxiety and narcissism in seeking to reaffirm subjecthood.
5
 As the 
meanings in diegetic space change, so too do the resulting relations between spectator and 
screen. The act of spectatorship therefore becomes paramount in understanding the 
Burtonesque aesthetic as a space of cognition that feeds into and feeds off diegetic space. 
A consideration of space in Burtons’ works reveals that space moves beyond the limiting 
frame of its own conceptuality to encompass the inhabitation of the subject. Burton’s depiction 
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of space is crafted to reflect the inner mindscape of his spectators. Aesthetically busy, complex 
and deliberately disorienting, Burton’s depicted spaces of containment, negotiation and 
transition provoke and challenge ideas of the ‘normal’, engaging the spectator in a negotiation 
of the awareness of the spectatorial self as it is placed in the familiar unfamiliar. These ideas are 
further elaborated in the next chapter that marks the body as Burtonesque space, which 
influence and affect a critical spectatorial position. 
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Chapter Three: Burtonesque Body, Space and Spectatorship 
 
In view of this chapter’s discussion on the processes of spectatorial identification with 
visions of the manipulated body in Burton’s works, it is important to foreground some basic 
notions of cinematic identification.  At the outset, spectators seek out an ideal(ized) surrogate 
on-screen in the act of film watching. This process is related to and founded on the pleasure 
principle, where spectators identify with the ideal depiction seen onscreen un order to derive a 
sense of power.  This process however is flawed as the alignment of the spectator with the ideal  
is a misidentification: the distance between the screen and the spectator involves a concession 
of reality that exists beyond the cinema. Hence, the identification between the virtual onscreen 
ideal and the spectator is falsified.  This chapter illustrates how Burton undermines and 
complicates the process of spectatorial identification between spectator and the ideal(ized) 
surrogate from the onscreen diegesis. By overtly  exposing the unreality of film, Burton’s 
spectators are forced to confront their position as spectators who must suspend the reality of 
the world beyond the cinema in order to engage in distorted onscreen bodies, which are far 
from being ideal(ized). 
The third chapter of this thesis establishes spectatorship as a functional site of cognition 
that both identifies with and is alienated from Burton’s on-screen bodies. While this idea may 
seem contradictory, the approach is critical to understanding Burtonesque body-spaces. This 
chapter examines four main features of the Burtonesque Body: Mutilated/Disconnected, 
Anonymous/Othered, Costumed/Disguised bodies and Altered/Scaled. These features signal a 
sense of violence and foreignness that is enacted upon the human form. Analyses will be 
supported by textual evidence drawn primarily from Alice and Beetlejuice and occasionally from 
Charlie, Edward and Nightmare. Considering the interaction between the space of the on-screen 
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body, the space of the spectatorial function/mindscape, and the space of reception (i.e. the 
movie theatre), this chapter shows how Burtonesque aesthetics curate the body-space as a 
repository for changing meanings, making the body-space a floating point of identification for 
spectators. Spectatorial recognition of and disassociation from these Burtonesque body-spaces 
reveal that the negotiation of multiple spaces blurs distinctions between levels of reality 
experienced within and beyond the cinema. This aids in situating the spectatorial body as one 
that is critical and reflexive, showing that the functional and productive Burtonesque body is 
thus a reflection of postmodern sensibilities. 
 
3.1 Looking at Space: Spectatorial Identification and Distant Observation 
This first section of chapter three examines the idea of the perceiving body of 
spectatorship, which stems from a consideration of the filmic medium. As discussed in previous 
chapters, film implicates the seeing eye of the spectator and the notion of the perceiving body 
which exercises both an identification with the image(s), and distant observation from the film. 
Through a discussion of some critical works that elucidate a clearer picture of spectatorship‘s 
inherent relationship with body-space(s), the following section shows how spectatorship reveals 
itself as a productive space that generates meaning.  
In spectatorial comprehension of depicted bodies, “[e]xternal perception and the 
perception of one’s own body vary in conjunction because they are the two facets of one and 
the same act” (Merleau-Ponty 237). In the act of film-watching, the spectator is also seen as a 
functional body of cognition. The body-space becomes both an active agent that engaged in 
spectatorial comprehension of the film (the spectator’s body), as well as the site on which the 
spectator’s gaze is focused (the depicted onscreen bodies). However, Ferri (2007) suggests that 
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the act of film-watching already constitutes a change in mental-state to encompass one specific 
to spectatorship.
1
 He suggests that “[w]hen we experience movies as viewers, we cognitively 
prepare in some way by focusing on the screen and by interpreting through our schema and 
filmic schema whether it is of the ‘Hollywood’ genre or some other genre” (33). This suggests 
that spectatorship involves a navigation between different modes of cognition hinged on 
‘versions’ of reality. What is most interesting about Ferri’s idea is how a schema that exists 
beyond the realm of the cinema is central to an understanding of film. Furthermore, this schema 
involves a combination of experienced reality beyond the cinema and expectations of this reality 
as believable elements in cognizing filmic narrative. This idea shows how the role of a reflexive, 
critical spectator emerges in exercising an identification with the familiarities onscreen body 
whilst simultaneously engaging in distant observation at the unrealistic nature of filmic depiction 
by measuring the filmic experience against this schema. 
A deeper discussion of spectatorial cognition of depicted Burtonesque bodies is 
foregrounded in Williams’ (2005) idea that “mediated visual images are cognitively processed by 
the same unconscious pathways and memory systems as non-mediated visual information. The 
conscious mind does not distinguish between real and mediated images as it commits them to 
memory. . . [but] play profound roles in developing perceptions of reality and normalcy and thus 
in creating value and in guiding behaviour” (Williams 195). Williams posits that the spectatorial 
perception of images and depicted bodies is tied inextricably to the experiences of the 
spectator’s own body in space and of their body as space. By extension, it follows that the 
spectators’ cognition of Burton’s depicted bodies sees a negotiation between two ‘realities’:  
their own reality and preconceptions of an anticipated filmic reality. An example of this occurs in  
Edward, where the main character, Edward, is portrayed as subhuman. His hair is unkempt and 
wild and he is covered in leather and metal which appears in harsh contrast to his pale 
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complexion and sunken eye-sockets. This is a decidedly foreign, violent and alienating depiction 
of the human body. Consequently, spectators engage with Edward’s body as both a familiar and 
foreign space; Edward’s stylized body is irreconcilable with conventional notions of the human 
body. Through the spectator’s role, a dual state of identification with Edward’s body as a human-
esque body and distant observation from his foreignness emerges. This state results in the 
awareness of different layers of reality: the body as known beyond the cinema, the depicted 
body as foreign and virtual and the body as familiar in its recognizable, human-esque form.  
In addition to Williams’s ideas of perception of body and space, Bakhtin’s work on 
dialogism in the novel elucidates the idea of double-voicedness which can also be mapped to the 
rhetoric of the filmic medium in understanding the links between the Burtonesque body and 
spectatorship.
2
 Bakhtin suggests that the “bifurcation (double-voicing) of discourse . . . can never 
be a fundamental form of discourse” (Bakhtin 325), as it is dependent on the production of 
differences. Given that the Burtonesque aesthetic departs from any fidelity to realism, the 
Burtonesque filmscape therefore constitutes a visual representation of “another’s speech in 
another’s language […] (which) constitutes a special type of double-voiced discourse” (Bakhtin 
324). Bakhtin suggests that “these two voices are dialogically interrelated” and that this 
“[d]ouble-voiced discourse is always internally dialogized” (324). This frames the position of the 
spectator as a reflexive, active agent who, through an exchange of images, experiences and 
perception, allows “[s]uch poetic and rhetorical double-voicedness” to exist. Burtonesque 
aesthetics and preconceived spectatorial ideas of reality thus “may not be in agreement, they 
may even be opposed . . . (yet) are diverse neither in their speech nor in their language” (Bakhtin 
325) as spectators find a way to internally dialogize the dual alienation and familiarity.  
Bakhtin’s framework is further applied to the study of Burton’s films, as the interaction 
between spectator and screen sees the production of difference and discourse. The relationship 
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between spectatorship (as a space of comprehension), and the space of the cinematic screen 
with its depiction of on-screen bodies, affords a dialogue that foregrounds difference. On one 
level, it shows the difference between spectatorial identification with on-screen bodies as 
anchors of reality and with distant observation at the virtual nature of filmic representation. On 
a second level, it shows the difference between the simulated 'real' bodies such as Edward in 
Edward and the virtuality of experiencing these depicted body-spaces through film. Spectatorial 
reflexivity in understanding the film’s unreality also suggests that any identification with on-
screen bodies is also predicated on a falsity of representing the real. For example, this is seen in 
Edward. While Edward’s body remains recognizably human and thus references our external 
reality outside the cinema, his eerie appearance makes him an obvious foreign and virtual figure. 
Identification with Edward thus constitutes a simultaneous awareness of the human-ness of his 
form but also a concession that any identification with him is neutralized by the unreality of the 
depicted onscreen body-space. This spectatorial reflexive awareness constantly threatens and 
destabilizes the experience of spectatorship by challenging ideas of the real, the recognizable, 
and the normal. In their understanding of the on-screen bodies, spectators have to factor in the 
double-edged condition of the space of the cinema and spectatorship as being both apart from 
and yet dependent on the real world beyond the cinema. 
This reflexive spectatorial agency therefore reinforces Maya Deren’s (2004) suggestion 
that “reality is first filtered by the selectivity of individual interests and modified by prejudicial 
perception to become experience: as such it is combined with similar, contrasting or modifying 
experiences, both forgotten and remembered, to become assimilated into a conceptual image” 
(189).
3
 The idea that any perception of reality involves a process filtered through experiences 
and observations suggests that any understanding of on-screen bodies first becomes marked by 
the memory and/or experience of bodies beyond the realm of the cinema. In consideration of 
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the works of Deren, Williams and Ferri, this thesis therefore suggests that spectatorship is 
marked by a combination of influences including  a reality that lies beyond the cinema and an 
experience of the ‘real’ in identification with on-screen bodies, which makes the spectatorial 
position critical in its production of meaning(s). 
This spectatorial position  (as a body of cognition) becomes a space through which the 
film must ‘pass through’. The act of perception occurs across the spaces of bodies and the 
senses involved in perception become “spatial if they are to give us access to some form or 
other of being” (Merleau-Ponty 252). In Burton’s films, the depicted body becomes alienated 
from the spectator: Edward’s blades for hands and Beetlegeuse’s wiry hair, white-painted face 
and darkened eye circles all become examples of how the onscreen body is manipulated and 
represented as Other, abnormal and alienating to the spectatorial cognition of the body as an 
anchor to reality. These Burtonesque bodies are simultaneously tangible representations of the 
human form and fantastical, virtual/unreal depictions of mutilated bodies. As such, these 
warped ‘human’ bodies becomes part of the fictional construct that Burton manufactures to 
elucidate the simultaneous tangibility and intangibility of bodies subject to violence. This 
enhances the agency of the spectatorial gaze by introducing a multiplicity of meanings via the 
Burtonesque body and amplifies the distance between the space of the screen and the 
suspended reality/heightened unreality of the cinematic space. Ideas of actual reality and 
perceived reality are contested to engage a reflexive, critical spectatorial agency. 
In short, the Burtonesque manipulated body-spaces complicate spectatorial agency. The 
dual-state of simultaneous identification and distancing forges a negotiation between 
spectatorship and the Burtonesque body-space by concretizing the complexity of spectatorship. 
The dual state becomes synonymous with how spectatorship is steeped in an awareness of the 
acts of gazing and cognizing in and through space(s). Through spectatorship, the awareness of 
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seeing becomes as important as the seeing, or what is seen and the space of the film and within 
the film is framed by the act of spectatorship. This re-negotiated spectatorial agency is 
dependent on the distance between the screen and the spectatorial awareness, thereby 
rendering the spectatorial act as a hinge in the continual production of meaning through 
navigating the Burtonesque aesthetic. Ultimately, this highlights the issue of the spectatorial 
position: set-up in an anticipation of understanding the on-screen bodies within the filmic space, 
but also dependent on the changing spaces within the filmic medium and the filmic diegetic 
space, in order to produce meaning. 
 
3.2 Understanding Burtonesque Body-Spaces 
 The following section discusses four main ways in which this thesis shows how 
Burtonesque bodies may be analyzed. These four frameworks— Mutilation/Disconnected Body, 
Anonymous/Othered body, Costumed/Disguised body and Altered/Scaled body encompass both 
theoretical and textual analyses which show the interaction between Burtonesque body-spaces 
and spectatorship. 
 
3.2.1 The Mutilated/Disconnected Body 
It is clear from the outset that “physical mutilation is more than a form of satire for 
Burton” (Magliozzi 13); it is an expression of the Burtonesque aesthetic as simultaneously 
comical and grotesque. The portrayal of mutilated forms amplify the distance between screen 
and spectatorship. By disfiguring and changing the body, a sense of alienation occurs. Burton’s 
appeal to the spectator’s sense of ‘non-sense’ designates the Burtonesque body as a form of 
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augmented reality. Just as Burton alters the use of space in terms of surroundings, props and 
scales, his mutilation and fragmentation of the on-screen body has several outcomes. The 
Burtonesque body becomes a space of changing meanings: the body is normal and/or not 
normal, recognizable and/or alien. Secondly, the body (as space) interacts with other bodies 
within the space of the film. As discussed later, the changing bodies of the Maitlands in 
Beeteljuice and of Alice in Alice affect their role and status within each film. Thirdly, the changing 
onscreen bodies also affect the status of the spectatorial body (the functional and cognitive 
body) by affecting the processes of identification. The use of the mutilated and disconnected 
body shows the changing states of bodies and reality, which in turn affects the spectatorial 
ability to identify with onscreen characters in a complicity with the cinematic manipulation of 
Burtonesque aesthetics. This unbreakable relationship between the body-space and 
spectatorship underlines the basic connection and importance of materiality that lies beyond the 
cinema. 
In presenting the mutilated bodies onscreen, Burton situates spectatorship as part of the 
process in the success of the surreal aesthetic. The recognition of the mutilation thus evokes its 
exact opposite: the normal, whole body. In Burton’s films, the mutilated body becomes a space 
of change, of contention against the ‘norm’. For the spectator, the body becomes part of a 
disconnected reality that is marked by the experience and cognition of the film, an experience of 
evidence of violence on the body and the evidence of a violence registered through the act and 
space of spectatorship. Following this line of argument, this thesis therefore moves beyond the 
idea that the body is merely a “point of view upon the world, as one of the objects of that 
world” (Merleau-Ponty 81), and instead defines the body as a space that is an agent of change 
that shapes and reflects the agency and importance of the postmodern spectator. 
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The Burtonesque body is thus productive in engaging diegetic meanings of the 
spectatorial position Hence, there is a need to consider Merleau-Ponty’s idea (2009; 1945), that 
“[w]hat counts for the orientation of the spectacle is not my body as it in fact is, as a thing in 
objective space, but as a system of possible actions, a virtual body with its phenomenal ‘place’ 
defined by its task and situation. . . [and that the] body is wherever there is something to be 
done” (291). The onscreen body is therefore a space of potential, a space that takes on meaning. 
No longer solely subject to the forces around it, it also becomes productive, it is a body in action 
and interaction with spectatorial forces. In short, the body is never just a body, but serves to 
fulfill one or many of a multitude of functions: to simultaneously familiarize and disorient, to 
carry the narrative trajectory and to reveal the self-fulfilling mechanism of the Burtonesque 
aesthetic. 
One aspect of mutilation that occurs in Burton’s films is the use of beheaded characters. 
The mutilated depicted body-space takes on the meaning of simultaneous familiarity and 
foreignness, becoming a tool to be used to change the function of the space it inhabits. In 
Beetlejuice, the Maitlands alter their body-spaces to fit the altered space of their home. Through 
the Burtonesque act of beheading, the body becomes both a human figure manipulated into a 
foreign and unfamiliar object, but also a space that is altered to fit the cinematic space it 
inhabits. This occurs when the ‘dead’ Maitlands attempt to scare off the new inhabitants of their 
home when Barbara appears holding Adam’s severed head aloft. The act of beheading, 
dehumanizing and othering the body is clearly meant to elicit shock even as it becomes  a tool of 
manipulating space and meaning in Burton’s works. Using their mutilated body-spaces, Barbara 
and Adam succeed in changing the meaning and function of their home for the new inhabitants: 
from a safe domestic space to a site of the eerie and unnatural. More importantly, whenever 
Burton depicts a headless character, or a decapitated head, the absence or presence of the head 
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is made obvious to his spectators. The vision of the head becomes doubly important: it is the site 
of cognition, and anatomically, it is the site of the face and of facial expressions that emote, 
forming points of identification for spectators. The mutilated head in Burton’s works becomes a 
marker of violence to the seeing eye and to the body-space that spectators identify with and are 
alienated from. 
Hence the relationship between the body-space and the space which the body inhabits 
becomes dialogical. This exemplifies how “[t]he body is always interrogative—always a question, 
an ambivalence about what is experienced in the body and how the body is represented and 
constructed in the social, cultural and physical worlds that it inhabits and participates in” 
(Allsopp and de Lahunta 6). The depiction of beheading poses a question: is the body without a 
head/without logic/without a face still an active and productive body? The answer Burton seems 
to lead us to is yes, the body remains both that subjective and objective body that is engaged in 
the filmic (un)reality: a chain reaction occurs, and the depicted body-space is altered in response 
to the space within the film (as seen in the case of the Mailtands’ body-spaces in Beetlejuice). 
This in turn, affects spectatorial perceptions of their own bodies in the real world by showing 
how the body functions not just on a physiological plane, but also as a body of meaning— life, 
death, cognition and of the violence that, when enacted on the body, makes it simultaneously 
come alive and approach death. 
Alice offers further film in which we see the emphasis on the Burtonesque mutilated 
head. The Red Queen (Helena Bonham Carter) has a heart-shaped head that is disproportional 
to her body. Burton’s depiction of the Red Queen is both comical and serious, highlighting her 
literal position as a figure-head while also depicting her swollen-head as a sign of arrogance. This 
deformed body thus bears meaning on two levels: at the level of diegesis to reflect the 
arrogance of the character and at the level of filmic reception by alienating the body-space as 
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foreign and surreal. By drawing spectatorial attention to the Queen’s head, her thoughts appear 
as exaggerated and illogical, such as when she orders for a pig to be brought as a footstool, 
saying, “I love a warm pig belly for my aching feet” (Alice). The body-space takes on the meaning 
of the body in its interaction with the surrounding space(s). The Red Queen’s head becomes a 
symbol of farce and un-reality, and in the act of distorting her body, Burton challenges 
spectatorial identification with her as an onscreen, fictional character by mapping a 
preconception of ‘real’ bodies against the carnivalesque manifestation(s) that he offers.  
Burton’s depiction of the Red Queen also highlights her constant anxiety over power, 
which is also symbolized by her large head. Her declaration of “Off with his head!” (Alice) is 
therefore a verbalization of the anxieties depicted by Burton’s emphasis on the head and the 
idea of losing one’s head, i.e. to lose one’s capacity to think and act. The head becomes a site of 
power, of importance, and the act of beheading therefore reflects not just the removal of power 
but also the realization of anxiety and a direct confrontation with ‘loss’. In this fragmentation of 
the body-space, Burton plays to the sense of fragmentation present in the postmodern 
sensibilities of his spectators. This spectatorial anxiety over the instability in the body (the loss of 
one’s thinking and seeing head), is overcome in the act of seeking an identification with the 
depicted bodies. Spectatorial identification is thus possible only through a concession of the 
similarities of vulnerability and dynamism that exist between spectatorial body and the distorted 
on-screen body. The ability to bridge an understanding of the Burtonesque bodies in 
identification with them becomes a marker of the reflexive, critical spectatorial position. The 
culturally dominant meanings associated with ideas of the term ‘head’ as ‘leader’ and the 
physiological  human head as one’s brain  become implied in Burton’s filmscape for the purpose 
of satirizing ideas of  the head not just as a body part but as a symbol of power. In using the 
filmscape to show how the head has the ability to represent and produce meaning , the 
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spectator too has to use his/her head to seek out the complexities in the meaning of the 
depicted head.  Since spectatorial understanding of onscreen bodies is dependent on their 
understanding of bodies beyond the cinema, both bodies or heads of power and understanding 
are thus challenged. 
 
3.2.2 Anonymous and Othered 
Part of the Burtonesque aesthetic encompasses the depiction of what this thesis refers 
to as the anonymous/othered body. The anonymity and otherness in question relates to the 
blurred boundaries between real and virtual, or more specifically, between the multiple levels of 
unreality presented within the cinematic space. The juxtaposition of recognizable body-spaces 
and the anonymous/generic depictions amplifies the conditions of spectatorship as a position 
inhabiting two states: the in-between and of multiplicity.  
 One such example of an archetypal anonymous and othered body-space in Burton’s 
films is the depiction of skeletal figures with elongated limbs. This feature occurs in films such as 
Nightmare, Edward and Beetlejuice. While these skeletal figures doubtlessly reflect Burton’s 
fascination with the Gothic, this specific manipulation of body-space reveals the Burtonesque 
impetus to highlight the site of the in-between. Not quite human, but undeniably human-esque, 
these body-spaces become tenuous sites of identification for the spectatorial experience. In 
Nightmare, this occurs by foregrounding a bareness of the characters’ physical form to the 
forefront of the spectatorial mind by evoking the human figure stripped of its flesh and features, 
leaving the human anatomy exposed in its most basic, functional state. This amplifies the human 
form stripped of most the visibly recognizable traits that serve as a marker of identity and 
individuality: skin, muscles, facial features. Portraying the body-space as an anonymous human 
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form serves two purposes: to suggest the distance from the  human, spectatorial gaze, and 
secondly to question traditional conceptions of humanness through the foreign/unstable 
depiction of the Burtonesque body. The anonymous body-space that resides beyond direct 
spectatorial identification and beyond identifiable human-ness allows the Burtonesque body of 
ambiguity a multiplicity of meanings. The figure of Jack Skellington represents a  character or 
life-form in the diegetic afterlife, a skeletal figure which is the core of every human being and 
spectator and a mutilated Burtonesque body that blurs the real (the human form) with the 
virtual (a talking, feeling skeleton).  By not offering spectators an individualized human body of 
flesh, Burton shows how the recognizability and significance of human-ness is essentially 
inherent/internal and beyond  material, fleshly manifestations. This depiction of the body-space 
is at once human and non-human: a space of multiplicity and fragmented meaning that is 
negotiated through spectatorial reception. The multiplicity of meanings is fragmented both 
within the filmscape by affecting the diegetic meaning of onscreen characters, as well as beyond 
the site of the cinema when spectatorial identification with the skeletal forms necessarily 
traverses the boundaries between dead and alive, between non-human and human and 
between virtual and real. 
Another point of intrigue is how the depiction of elongated limbs and skeleton frames is 
visually repeated throughout Burton’s visual-scape in trees, shadows and staircases. A visual 
repetition occurs: elongated limbs mimick long, cast shadows and wild, unkempt hair mimicks 
curling tendrils of plants. In Nightmare, the elongated limbs of Jack Skellington are similar to the 
shadows of cliffs, and silhouettes of the trees: body-space blends with cinematic landscape (see 
fig 3.9). This mirroring shows how Burton’s spaces of nature or of architecture are tied to the 
Burtonesque body-space. Each body-space echoes another, highlighting how the human body 
and the larger mise-en-scene are inextricably linked.  
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This repetition reveals a stylistic motif within his films that further highlights two 
pertinent points of discussion. Firstly, the repetition of elongated limbs and trees reveal the 
visual representation of a ‘spectatorial stretch of imagination’ wherein the difference between 
stretched body-space and cinematic landscape are blurred. Secondly, spectators become 
accustomed to the tangential separation of aesthetic representation from figments of a virtual 
reality: spectators come to expect and anticipate the foreignness of both the filmic medium and 
the Burtonesque aesthetic. The act of spectatorial cognition thus separates the film as art from 
the film as carrier of its own definitions of body-spaces. The film uses the depicted body-space 
as a tool to condition spectatorial understanding and acceptance of the Burtonesque form as 
identifiable.  
Thus, the complex scenes challenge the diverse functions of the body-space: testing its 
status as anchor to reality, as repository of meaning, or as the malleable medium between real 
and virtual. This vision of the Burtonesque body is one that is replete with meaning: 
amalgamated into both character and landscape, both an object inhabiting space as well as a 
space in itself. The eeriness of the body becomes one that alienates, “transform[ing] ideas into 
things” (Merleau-Ponty 190). Ideas of representation, of malleable definitions of reality become 
‘embodied’ in the body-space. These ideas ultimately suggest that the body, perceived as space, 
becomes productive and complicit with the spectatorial gaze. This productiveness of the body-
space creates meaning not just within the cinematic space, but also through the negotiation 
between spectatorship and screen. Through the processes of identification that occur between 
spectator and on-screen body, the elongated limbs and skeletal figures remain an undeniably 




Another common motif of the anonymous, Burtonesque body is the emphasis on the 
eyes. The Cheshire Cat in Alice, Beetlegeuse in Beetlejuice, Willy Wonka in Charlie and Kim in 
Edward all have prominent eyes that contribute to a heightened sense of innocence, emotion 
and expression. Through the use of exaggeration, Burton emphasizes two main things: firstly, 
the idea of vision or the visual, given that the eyes are tools of vision, and secondly the emphasis 
of expression and emotion as seen through the expression of the eyes. Apart from casting 
decisions, such as Cristina Ricci in Sleepy Hollow for “preternaturally large, round eyes and doll-
like perfection” (Magliozzi 13), Burton also uses elongated silhouettes of torsos and limbs and 
very deliberate colour schemes in order to emphasize the eyes. Allusions to ideas of innocence, 
childhood and fragility are grounded in the focalization of the spectatorial gaze on this emphasis 
on the eyes. Placing importance on the use of the spectatorial ‘eye’ highlights Burton’s aesthetic 
depiction of onscreen eyes which ultimately references  the seeing eye of the spectator. By 
playing with the proportion of facial features, Burton manages to affect the ways in which the 
seeing onscreen bodies and the seeing spectatorial bodies are perceived as active spaces. The 
spectator’s attention to the eyes, through the enactment of his/her own gaze, thus shows 
Burton’s playful understanding of the importance of the spectatorial position. It is therefore 
possible to understand Burton’s preoccupation with the depiction of eyes as a reflection of the 
importance of the spectatorial gaze in understanding and identifying with the onscreen bodies—
an understanding of the critical spectatorial position as a perceiving body-space that produces 
meanings of the onscreen body-space(s). 
Continuing a discussion about Burton’s depiction of eyes necessitates an analysis of a 
scene in Beetlejuice where Barbara Maitland attempts to scare the new inhabitants from her 
house by popping her eyes out of their sockets. This exaggeration of the eyes works to shock and 
disorient spectatorial understanding of the body-space. However, with prolonged and sustained 
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exposure to this Burtonesque aesthetic, this ‘shock’ tactic works in reverse: it desensitizes the 
spectator, allowing an understanding of Burtonesque body-spaces to be forged on a level of 
unreality. As Bachelard insists that the “[e]xaggeration of images is in fact so natural” (Bachelard 
221), it possible to see Burton’s depiction of exaggerated eyes as a form of highly “stylised 
naturalism” (He 18) that remains simultaneously relatable but foreign to Burtonesque 
spectators. Through Burton’s depiction of the body-space, he draws attention to the idea of the 
visual within the production and consumption of his works. It is through the study of his 
depiction of the body that we see how “the exaggerated nature of the image is thus proved to 
be active and communicable” (Bachelard 227): space becomes a malleable medium through 
which Burton conveys his messages of fluidity and flux. By showing the body-space as a dynamic 
medium of meaning and a simultaneous point of alienation and familiarity, Burton’s body-spaces 
suggests to his spectators that culturally dominant meanings associated with the act of 
spectatorship and identification are to be challenged. Even as Burton distorts the use of eyes in 
his films, he emphasizes the sense of sight, and in the case of filmic reception, the sense of sight 
becomes inextricable from the idea of cognition. The Burtonesque onscreen character, with 
their large eyes, symbolize the spectatorial quality of  the active gaze. The spectators, in turn, 
look at the depiction of eyes as foreign but also recognizable. Eyes become reduced to the 
function they must provide: not a physiological feature but as a tool of understanding the 
diegesis. Cultural meanings of sight are turned on its head: the site of seeing becomes the sight 
to be seen. In the same way, the critical, reflexive spectatorial position becomes the important 
site of seeing in ascertaining the  meanings of the body, of space and of identity both within and 
beyond the space of the movie theatre/cinema. 
These examinations of Burton’s works benefit from an understanding of Foucault’s work 
on heterotopias. Foucault proposes that heterotopias are “something like counter-sites, a kind 
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of effectively enacted utopia in which real sites . . . are simultaneously represented, contested 
and inverted” (Foucault and Miskowiec 24).
4
 He suggests that “[p]laces of this kind are outside of 
all places, even though it may be possible to indicate their location in reality” (Foucault and 
Miskowiec 24). While he proposes six features of the heterotopic space, what draws an essential 
link to the study of the Burtonesque body-space is the portrayal of presences and absences. 
Foucault describes the act of staring into a mirror as a realization of the mirror as both utopia 
and heterotopia. While it portrays an absence through its reflection of the virtual, its heterotopic 
qualities are cemented in the fact that the mirror exists and functions to show and reconstitute 
the absence of presence. Foucault and Miskowiec write: 
But it is also a heterotopia in so far as the mirror does exist in reality, 
where it exerts a sort of counteraction on the position that I occupy. From the 
standpoint of the mirror I discover my absence from the place where I am 
since I see myself over there. Starting from this gaze that is, as it were, 
directed toward me, from the ground of this virtual space that is on the other 
side of the glass, I come back toward myself; I begin again to direct my eyes 
toward myself and to reconstitute myself there where I am. The mirror 
functions as a heterotopia in this respect: it makes this place that I occupy at 
the moment when I look at myself in the glass at once absolutely real, 
connected with all the space that surrounds it, and absolutely unreal, since in 
order to be perceived it has to pass through this virtual point which is over 
there. (24) 
 
In its employment of aesthetic manipulations of body-spaces, the Burtonesque 
filmscape constitutes a form of heterotopia meant to simultaneously challenge and represent 
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reality. In gazing at the anonymous and othered body-spaces, the spectator is tasked with  
bridging the virtual with the real by contesting ideas of reality against a space that is fraught 
with varying levels of unreality. Furthermore, the filmscape represents a “heterotopi[a] of 
deviation: . . . in which individuals whose behaviour is deviant in relation to the required mean 
or norm” (Foucault and Miskowiec 25) exist. This is seen in the figures of the Maitlands in 
Beetlejuice who die, but remain in existence amongst the living, or the figure of Alice in Alice 
who leaves her place in society to enter Underland. The Burtonesque body-space therefore acts 
as a reflection of deviance on multiple levels, turning away from the real and the social 
normative.  The onscreen bodies become active in spaces in which the real-life bodies that 
spectators hinge their understanding on would not. Burton’s use of ambiguous and othered 
bodies not only bears testament to how spectatorial identification is dependent on pre-existing 
notions of the identifiable human-ness and realness of the body, it also challenges these very 
notions of human-ness and realness in the perception of these bodies. The onscreen bodies 
become alternate versions of the living bodies which ‘live’ beyond being ‘alive’ in the traditional 
sense (i.e. they are not tied to reality). In much the same way, the reflexive spectatorial body too 
inhabits this space of awareness and ‘life’ beyond the being ‘alive’ in the reality beyond the 
cinema. 
 
3.2.3 Costume/Disguised Body 
Another interesting archetype of the Burtonesque body-space is Burton’s use of 
costume and disguise. Costume and disguise mask the body from any intentional straight-
forward identification with a normal human body. The body-space becomes a deliberate site of 
veiled complexity, mirroring the space of the film as a representation of unreality. An encounter 
with Burton’s “gaudy and grotesque” (He 18) figures relate to the visual “manifestations of his 
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carnivalesque sensibility” (Magliozzi 14) and the deliberate infusion of social commentary and 
existential complexity through the depiction of the body. Meant to shock, disorient and alienate, 
Burton’s use of costume and disguise are outward, visual representations of internal emotions 
and struggle. Spectators are meant to broach an understanding of the onscreen 
costumed/disguised body as a body-space that is always in negotiation or conversation with 
social space and meaning. Burton points out that the figure of Willy as a child in braces in Charlie 
was a deliberate ‘uglification’ of the human body, and in this way an outward, visual 
representation of social alienation, or a ‘costume’ that visually signals his role as ‘outsider’. 
Burton suggests that “[i]t was really symbolic . . . (to have an ) ugly-looking thing on your head 
and you already feel like an outsider, you don’t have lots of friends and can’t really 
communicate. It all kind of becomes one thing” (Burton in Salisbury 229). This exhibition of the 
‘costumed’ body-space is used to engage the spectatorial gaze which, in negotiating the 
onscreen bodies, uncovers the deeper implications of social insecurity.  
This vision of the costumed/disguised Burtonesque body is a mask that reflects social 
alienation and becomes co-opted as a space that bridges the visual perception of difference and 
reality by feeding off a sense of alienation that exists perhaps even among the majority of 
spectators. The suggestion that perhaps an “ugly man is indeed a strange breed, but one 
wonders if he does not attract our sympathies more because of his removed social position than 
for any inherent artistic or value significance with which he might be endowed” (Belz 106-107) 
turns the idea of difference on its head. Instead of being a force of pure alienation, the 
Burtonesque body-space also becomes a site of recuperation of difference where spectators 
seek identification with an ‘ugly’ onscreen character. However, the recuperation is false. The act 
of identification with the ‘ugly man’ in the figures of Beetlegeuse, Edward or Willy Wonka 
translates into a narcissistic act of seeking mastery over the onscreen body, which is depicted as 
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being weak. For example, by identifying with Edward’s inability to integrate with his suburban 
community, spectators not only extend an emotional identification with Edward’s position of 
disadvantage, but also a rational identification with the distance between Edward and 
themselves, which allows them to express their own vulnerabilities. Arguably, the significance of 
the outcast body becomes a place on which to map the insecurities and rejections of the 
spectator’s own experience in the actual world beyond the cinema. The Burtonesque body-
space therefore becomes both a meta-space that reflects the spectator’s own insecurities, and a 
space of reflexivity that challenges ideas of difference and alienation through the visual and 
existential. Thus, spectatorial alienation and inability to identify with the ambiguous 
Burtonesque body becomes overshadowed by the act of seeing, through the act of cognitive 
processing that relates the onscreen body to that of the spectatorial body. Through this, the 
Burtonesque form constructs the body-space as a site of flux that shows the “body as the site of 
perceptual awareness and understanding, a body that resists reductionism of language and the 
alienating effect of mediatised images” (Allsopp and de Lahunta 9). The spectatorial alienation is 
overshadowed by the recuperation through the cognition of altered body-spaces across the 
shifting dynamism of real-virtual spaces by a reflexive spectator. Meanings of the real body 
beyond the cinema and the onscreen, overtly masked and virtual body are contested through 
the  active and critical spectatorial gaze. 
Another example of the anonymous, othered body-space is also seen in Edward in the 
film Edward. As “a character who wants to touch but can’t, who was both creative and 
destructive” (Burton in Salisbury 87), Edward’s body-space is one that encompasses 
contradiction and conflict. This aspect is perhaps meant to mirror that of the spectatorial 
condition in which there is a propensity to simultaneously recoup a sense of security in 
identifying Edward as the other, but also to become reflexive of experiences of social rejection 
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that are being mapped onto Edward. In this way, the body onscreen takes on the meanings of 
the bodies that cognize the film: the spectators body. In their investment in the film’s diegetic 
flow, spectatorial management of the simultaneous identification and distancing occurs 
between onscreen body and spectatorial gaze. The disguised, othered body of Edward with 
“scissor hands [that] had to be large . . .[in order for him to be] beautiful and dangerous” (Burton 
in Salisbury 99), becomes a mere lens through which Burton uses the space of the body within 
the space of his film to highlight the reflexive role of spectatorship.  
Moreover, Burton’s depiction of disguised bodies expresses emotion through the visual 
in a use of colour as an ironic rebellion against the silence of the social violence they endure. 
Instead of an exuberant and joyful clown figure, Burton uses the festive, colourful body-space of 
the clown-figure to comment on the social meanings hidden beneath appearances. Using his 
aesthetics to influence meaning, Burton presents a parade of “predatory clowns” (Magliozzi 14) 
and figures of social-otherness. These disguised bodies have a “festive plasticity” (Magliozzi 13) 
that highlights an unrealistic appearance that is juxtaposed with their outcast state. In Charlie, 
Willy Wonka’s cropped hair and pale skin contrasted with bold purples and red stripes signal a 
combination of discord and a sense of contrived gaiety. Willy Wonka constantly drifts into his 
own mindscape with flashbacks of his painful past and his uneasy relationship with his father. 
The body-space of Willy Wonka therefore becomes a visual, Burtonesque representation of 
internal discord. The body becomes a space of disguise, of costume, of performativity: always 
referencing the silences that speak of absent presences.  
The silences of undercurrent uncertainties in childhood, the implications of death and 
the idea of the grotesque are all negotiated through the site of the body-space. Willy Wonka 
eventually chooses to shut himself up in a factory which houses multiple different rooms 
decorated in a gaudy array of colours. This double containment of the costumed body signals 
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two levels in the production of meaning(s). The containment of the socially-reclusive, othered 
body of Willy Wonka within the manufactured space of production (the factory) is contained 
within the manufactured space of the film. The body-space of Willy Wonka thus houses the 
insecurities that produce meaning within the filmscape— the blurring of internal discord and 
external disarray. The depicted body-space mirrors the productive space of the film, which in 
turn engages spectatorial cognition as space that manufactures meaning.  
This Burtonesque use of colour, costume and disguise becomes a distracting and alluring 
way for Burton to bridge ideas of social divide, childhood trauma and disconnects in rationality 
as seen in characters such as the temperamental Mad Hatter in Alice and the effervescent but 
sinister Beetlegeuse in Beetlejuice. The element of unpredictability and the fantastical is seen in 
the Mad Hatter’s facial features and his place in ‘Underland’, adding to the nature of the film as 
a heterotopic space and also defining the Burtonesque body as one that acts as a map to 
understanding the Burtonesque filmscape. While the Mad Hatter’s character traits, such as a 
bad temper and sense of humour are present, so too is the absence of a stable, recognizable, 
and realistic depiction of his body-space. This makes the filmscape identifiably Burtonesque: 
seemingly weird but relatable, or seemingly relatable but odd. Another such figure is 
Beetlegeuse from Beetlejuice, who is portrayed as a loud, entertaining, mischief-maker who aims 
to manipulate the newly deceased Maitlands and the new family staying in the Maitland house. 
A character of the surreal, he, like the Mad Hatter, has white-painted skin and stark eye-makeup 
that makes him sub-human: part ghost, part comical clown. The use of costume and disguise 
work to mark the body as a space of deflection from reality, encouraging a spectatorial 
understanding of the Burtonesque filmscape as a surreal in-between site between the unrealistic 




3.2.4 The Altered Body: Scale and Size 
The fourth exploration of the Burtonesque body is that of the altered body. By changing 
the scale and size of bodies in relation to their diegetic surroundings, the function of the 
depicted body-space is thus altered. Within the space of cinematic comprehension and 
cognition, the body-space on screen takes on changing meanings for the body-space of the 
spectator, as a seeing, knowing body. This section of the chapter looks at two examples of this 
Burtonesque feature from Alice and Beetlejuice to show how the Burtonesque body has the 
ability to transcend different spaces by taking on different forms, altering in accordance with the 
cinematic environment.  
Burton’s Alice features the body as a site of change, of transition and action. In Alice, this 
diversity of the body as evolving space is seen through the alteration of size and scale. In her 
quest to access ‘Wonderland’, a space of imagination (or a space that, like the cinematic space, 
is removed from reality,) Alice’s body becomes a site of change. Her body thus not only 
represents a fracture between real and virtual, but also reveals how the Burtonesque aesthetic 
establishes a sense of wonderment and intrigue.  
In the scene when Alice falls down the rabbit hole, away from the depicted cinematic 
reality of the garden party, she crashes into a surface which turns out to be the ceiling of a room. 
This sense of disorientation is further magnified when she falls off the ‘ceiling’ onto the floor of 
that same room. Both literally and metaphorically, the sense of what is up or down becomes 
warped. All logic and sense of reality becomes dependent on the spectator’s understanding of 
actual reality beyond the cinematic space. The alternative that remains for the spectator is to 
watch how Alice reacts to the changing terms of her ‘reality’, and as spectators, learn to identify 
with Alice’s ‘unreality’. As the scene continues, Alice discovers that her inability to fit through 
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the doors in the room in order to escape her entrapment means that she must alter her trapped 
body-space in accordance with the conditions of her environment. 
In this bid to engage with the space around her, Alice consumes both food and drink that 
cause her to grow and shrink, respectively. The changing scales of proportion between two types 
of depicted space: body and environment, thus sets up a competitive power dynamic. The body-
space struggles to enforce a dominant force over the unpredictable changes in the surrounding 
space. In the act of watching the film, the spectator is hence also mirroring Alice’s actions: 
changing the conditions of their body-space as a cognitive body, in order to exert a dominant 
force over the film. Alice’s changing body becomes important in understanding how the 
interactions between the body-space and Burton’s cinematic aesthetics are tied to an 
understanding of the spectatorial condition. 
In the scene described above, Alice’s changing size does not just alter perceptions of 
perceived reality within the film but also affects the spectator’s process of identifying with Alice. 
With her changing size and resultant change in the dominance over her immediate environment, 
spectators constantly shuttle between understand the changing space of depicted ‘reality’: the 
garden party, the rabbit hole, the floor as ceiling, and the ceiling as floor, Alice as ‘normal’-sized, 
Alice as ‘large’ or Alice in ‘miniature’. The perceptions of scale, and proportion become 
contingent on the premises set just prior to the change. Here, Burton’s employment of scale 
reflects the direct engagement of the spectator’s ability to assess relative scale: when Alice 
shrinks, she is seen as ‘miniature’ only because the spectators judge her shrinkage in relation to 
the original size in which she was depicted (a size they normalized as ‘regular’, fixed and similar 
to their own size through enacting a gaze on the onscreen body). Through this experience of 
Alice’s body and the changes that occur, spectators are tasked to experience the scale of the 
onscreen body relative to their own spatial awareness. Burton draws attention to the spectator’s 
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subjectivity through the reflexive awareness of their gaze which is enacted upon the onscreen 
bodies. Simultaneously, the spectatorial gaze cognizes the changing scale of Alice’s body-space 
in relation to two other spaces: the depicted  onscreen cinematic ‘reality’, and the reality that 
exists beyond the space of the cinema. The spectatorial concession and acceptance of this dual 
state creates the reflexive spectator who is at once in power over and powerless against the 
Burtonesque aesthetics. 
The seemingly illogical idea of shrinking or growing exponentially becomes molded into 
a twisted logic of Burtonesque aesthetics and rhetoric as the absurdity of the situation (of 
shrinkage and enlargement of the body) is balanced with the need to fulfill functional tasks: to 
get through a door, to find a key. The body becomes a space of illogical logic, of reaction and 
action: its function is dictated by the surrounding spaces, but in turn affects the way Alice, as a 
character, deals with the space around her as well as the way that the spectator reacts to the 
changing meaning of two conditions: firstly, Alice’s body as space, and secondly, the film as a 
space. 
The use of scaled bodies also occurs in Beetlejuice, when the figures of Beetlegeuse, 
Adam and Barbara are depicted as shrunken figures who interact within the miniature model 
townscape Adam built. The play with scaled bodies in Beetlejuice thus latches on to the concept 
of the use of the model townscape, as discussed in chapter two. The body-spaces of the 
abovementioned characters become subject to the scaled-down proportions of objects within 
the diegetic space. This serves to show how the body-spaces are always framed within an 
understanding of the function of cinematic space. This reflects the space of spectatorship as a 
cognitive space which is always framed by the formation, change and instability of the cinematic 
space. In this case, the Burtonesque aesthetic reveals that changing spaces and changing 
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interactions between types of spaces thus serve to bend spectatorial perception and 
anticipation of the competing forces of real and virtual. 
 
3.3 Critical Burtonesque Bodies: Power and Productive Space 
While a discussion of Burtonesque bodies suggests that the conception of the body is 
both vulnerable and malleable, Burtonesque bodies in fact reveal an enduring materiality. 
Tangible, material, and for the most part, recognizable, Burtonesque bodies become markers of 
human-ness and of the critical function of the body. These visceral, functioning bodies become 
sites of comparison between spectator and onscreen body. Thus, an examination of the complex 
spectatorial cognition of Burtonesque bodies aims to pin-point these bodies as active sites of 
meaning and of flux, of distortion and stability. This conflicting but enlightening condition is a 
vital enabler of reflexive spectatorship. These ideas, explored in this section, link the chapter’s 
textual analysis of Burtonesque bodies with an exploration of relations of power and a politics of 
distortion which works to disorient and destabilize the spectatorial gaze. 
In examining the space of the Burtonesque body, the onscreen body becomes the object 
of the spectator’s gaze. Explicating Foucault’s idea of productive space is relevant to this study of 
Burtonesque body-space(s): Foucault notes that the “[the b]ody [can only be]…invested with 
relations of power . . . if it is caught up in a system of subjection (in which need is also a political 
instrument meticulously prepared, calculated, and used); the body becomes a useful force only 
if it is both a productive body and subjective body” (Foucault 173). In a film, the cinematic 
apparatus (the camera, the director, the narrative), constitutes the meticulously prepared and 
calculated frame that hails the spectatorial body (the functioning, cognitive body) as subject. The 
spectator’s body-space is therefore engaged in relations of power with the space enacted on-
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screen as the on-screen bodies hold meaning that is only productive through the interaction 
with the spectator-body. By mapping themselves onto the depicted bodies, spectators therefore 
have to simultaneously take on and reconcile the distortions Burton forces upon his characters. 
Thus, the spectatorial body is both productive (of meaning) and subjective (within the frame of 
the cinematic apparatus). These relations of power influence any understanding of the depicted 
bodies and of the bodies of spectators, showing how the understanding Burtonesque bodies 
frames spectatorship. 
However, Burtonesque aesthetics do not only account for how the “[b]ody is invested 
with relations of power and domination” (Foucault 173). As Kennedy (1995) notes, Burton’s 
depiction of the body as space directly affects subjectivity: 
His oeuvre kinetically catalogues issues and problems that intersect 
with current theoretical debates surrounding the postmodern politics of 
identity and the body: the intoxicating superfluity of postmodern vision, the 
piquancy and passivity of spectatorship, the delicacy and delirium of moving 
pictures. . . feed into social constructions of subjectivity. (2)  
 
Kennedy suggests that there is a postmodern aesthetic in the fragmented nature of 
Burton’s films.
5 
Taking into consideration Kennedy’s assertion that the postmodern politics of 
identity and body are relevant to Burton’s films, one can perhaps again argue against 
spectatorial passivity and claim that Burton’s framing of body-space(s) is predicated on an 
understanding of the spectatorial position and gaze which marks spectatorial agency as 
productive. If we consider Burton’s depictions of onscreen bodies as points of engagement with 
the bodies that cognize the film, we also see how the depicted onscreen bodies become points 
through which a non-passive spectatorship is an active site of reflexivity. Through the 
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spectatorial engagement with the depicted body on screen, the spectator’s own physical body 
(as compared with a gaze merely enacted upon the body) becomes more apparent. The 
realization is clear: the spectator’s body is real and not virtual, like that onscreen. This challenges 
the idea of the spectatorial body in space, suggesting instead that the body becomes a space in 
which the object (film), the spectator (subject) and meaning resides. The concept of the 
Burtonesque body becomes both a functional and productive space, not only holding meaning, 
but producing meaning in the spectatorial body. Through the use of Burtonesque aesthetics and 
space, spectators engage with the meaning(s) of their own body-spaces on three levels. Firstly, 
they engage with the meanings of their body-space as being separate from that of the cinematic 
bodies. Secondly, they ascertain new meaning(s) through the cognition of the meanings of the 
uncanny onscreen bodies. Lastly, they also engage in the meaning of body-spaces in challenging 
the differences between preconceived and newly-altered meanings of their real bodies against 
that of cinematic bodies. 
The inhabitation of meaning in the spaces of seeing, cognizing, and of film-watching 
enable the filmic medium to exemplify how “space is body-centered” (Schwarz 79), and that the 
body in “its unity is always implicit and vague. It is always something other than what it is” 
(Merleau-Ponty 231). The body becomes a space that inhabits space, a space that is both 
dynamic and constant: always the anchor point between virtual and real, between filmscape and 
spectatorial mindscape, or spectatorial experience. As Schwarz (1996) suggests, the body 
becomes “the matrix of meaning” (79). In this case it comes to represent the meaning of the 
body that perceives (i.e. that of the spectator). 
Viewing the body as space, Burton’s filmscape becomes a site of cognitive negotiation 
between real and virtual space. Spectators approach the filmscape as a space of un-reality, a 
space that perpetuates or distorts the myth of representation of the body, but seek to 
 103 
 
understand it through their preconceived notions of reality, relating every depicted part of the 
body to their own understanding(s) of real bodies. Taking into account the possibility that the 
“body becomes a highly polished machine” (Merleau-Ponty 87), its self-recognition and its 
function is clear and undisputed. The Burtonesque body becomes productive and its existence is 
based on self-fulfillment: the “highly polished machine” runs to produce and produces because 
it runs. In the same way the body produces meaning by negotiating its position in and through 
space, even as it has a position in and through space because it has meaning. Burton uses the 
body as productive space within the film by according it with a range of meanings that cater to 
the overall impact of Burton’s aesthetics. The seeing body (that of the spectator) is also 
accorded a purpose: to decipher the relation of spectatorial (real) body to the depicted virtual 
body. Hence, ideas of power and productive space are inseparable from understanding the 
Burtonesque body and spectatorship. 
 
Conclusion 
These discussions of the Burtonesque body show the “body image as immanent and 
dynamic, a folding that is informed through interactions and processes” (Springgay 50) rather 
than a static entity that is merely a container of character traits. Burton’s films utilize the 
depicted body as space that is meant to provoke an interrogation of spectatorial subjectivity. 
The depiction and comprehension of the body-spaces become subject to manipulation, to 
representation and perception(s) by and of the spectatorial gaze. Burton’s “distinctive visual 
feel” (Smith and Matthews 63) therefore feeds into the depiction of bodies through four main 




 Arguably, Burton’s treatment of the depicted body involves a creative licence that is 
inextricable from an understanding of Burtonesque aesthetics that aims to incorporate 
seemingly disparate elements: lines of asymmetry, clashing colour combinations and false 
perspectives. The result is clearly entertaining as it is steeped with intellectual inflection: the 
depicted body becomes “dynamic, creative and full of plentitude, potential and multiplicities” 
(Springgay 55). Burton not only demarcates the body as a space of meaning, but affects the 
spectatorial relationship between screen and body-space(s) resulting in a heightened, reflexive 
spectatorial position that challenges fluid meanings of reality and perceived reality. The 
relationships between space, spectatorship and visual aesthetics thus form the foundation of 
approaching an analysis of Burton’s films within a contemporary context. 
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 Conclusion  
 
In addition to the ideas discussed in this thesis, contemplating space and spectatorship 
in the films of Tim Burton presents the opportunity for further critical examinations of 
manifestations of space within his aesthetics. Apart from more focused studies of 
cinematographic analysis, a promising area of interest is the study of adaptation as space. 
Burton’s fascination with adaptation started with his early works such as Hansel and Gretel, 
Frankenweenie (1984) and Aladdin and his Wonderful Lamp (Tim Burton, 1986). Coupled with 
his enduring interest in childhood, suburbia and death, these films feed into an aesthetic 
endeavour to update spectatorial considerations of myth and the fairy tale. Films such as Sleepy 
Hollow, Big Fish, Charlie and Alice are later examples of varied manifestations of adaptation.  
 Two main levels of adaptation can be considered: firstly the adaptation of medium from 
novel to film, and secondly the stylistic and aesthetic adaptation from an original text to a 
Burtonesque film. With the adaptation of medium, the space of cognition changes from one of 
readership to one of spectatorship. The predominance of the active spectatorial gaze becomes 
integral as spectators are put in a space that is twice-removed from the original text: once from 
the medium of reception, and secondly through the non-diegetic framing of the text. This 
simultaneous awareness of and alienation from the original text reinforces Burton’s ability to 
both familiarize and alienate his spectators through the act of film-watching. As works of 
adaptation, his films are co-opted into the production and continuation of his aesthetic 
vernacular by invoking a sense of nostalgia for the fiction of childhood through fairy tales and 
myth. Burton’s use of fantasy, childhood and imagination foregrounds a space of nostalgia, 
luring the spectator with its sense of remove from conventional reality. Burton uses this space to 
challenge ideas of perceived reality: the  produced reality on the screen and the reality outside 
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the cinema. As a result, the act of film-watching creates a reflexive awareness in the spectator, 
who is lulled into an identification with the nostalgic undertones of the filmscape, whilst 
maintaining a critical distance from the narrative.  
 An example of this occurs in Burton’s work, Frankenweenie which “updates Mary 
Shelley’s classic story to modern-day suburbia, and follows the adventures of ten-year old Victor 
Frankenstein . . . as he reanimates his pet dog, a bull terrier named Sparky who has been run 
down and killed in a car accident, in his parent’s attic” (Burton in Salisbury 32). In the course of 
creating Frankenweenie, as in many of Burton’s other works of adaptation, he emphasizes that 
he does “not make direct linkage” (Burton in Salisbury 32) to the original text, but differentiate 
his work. As such, the purpose of adaptation does not lie re-telling or contemporarizing 
children’s fiction such as Dahl’s Charlie and the Chocolate Factory (1964) or Carroll’s Alice in 
Wonderland (1865), but to contest ideas of children’s films and to elucidate his aesthetic 
vision(s). Through adaptation, space is a way for Burton to challenge spectatorial frames of 
understanding. 
  In closing, this thesis has bridged three differing but interlinking fields of study that 
relate to the critical literary inquiry: Visual Culture, Space and Spectatorship. By surveying a 
range of films that chart the early years of Burton's filmography to his recent offerings, it has 
drawn parallels between specific aesthetic tools that are employed with the deliberate function 
to question, challenge and reconsider the function of spectatorship in relation to space and 
visual culture. 
Chapter one traced a brief overview of what has come to be known as the Burtonesque 
aesthetic. This includes a range of stylistic and cinematographic features that each elicit specific 
functions of a reflexive spectatorship. The chapter also built a base for the next two chapters of 
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this thesis by considering the interlinking ideas of spectatorship as a cognitive space, and 
showing how visual culture simultaneously affects and is affected by spectatorial culture. 
The second chapter of this thesis explored the use of diegetic spaces as dynamic sites of 
containment, negotiation and transition. Through the employment of both filmic analysis and 
incorporation of critical frameworks, it showed how the relationship between spectatorship and 
screen are affected by specific uses of Burtonesque space to simultaneously alienate and lure 
the seeing eye, changing meanings of spaces and challenging spectatorial meaning-making. The 
spectatorial gaze was also shown to be complicated through a brief discussion of the 
postmodern tendencies associated with spatial fragmentation and the championing of the 
mobile gaze in the existence and comprehension of complex Burtonesque diegetic space(s). 
 The final content chapter of this thesis has established the importance of the body as 
space. Burton’s films call attention to the body as a space that becomes a repository of meaning 
both within and beyond the filmscape. In the manipulation and dynamism of the onscreen 
bodies, the spectatorial space is also marked as a seeing, knowing body that differentiates 
between layers of perceived (un)reality. Interactions between spectatorship and body-space 
were shown to result in a heightened awareness of the negotiation within and across spaces, 
showing that the spectatorial position is one that is reflexive and questioning. 
 Perhaps, as captured in the slogan for Burton's latest work, Dark Shadows (Tim Burton 
2012), the Burtonesque aesthetic positions the spectator at the crux of space and the visual, 






1. The Tim Burton exhibition has travelled to places such as the ACMI in Melbourne, 
Australia, the TIFF Bell Lightbox in Toronto, Canada and the LACMA in Los Angeles after 
its first run in New York City, USA. The exhibition is a highly visual experience and 
showcases a variety of material from figures to digital media and costumes from various 
films spanning Burton’s career up till 2010. 
2. Laura Mulvey’s 1975 work, “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema”,  is a highly 
influential work within spectatorship studies. Mulvey used psychoanalytic theories to 
suggest how narrative cinema are framed by a male-dominated unconscious. She argued 
that narrative cinema encouraged pleasure and control through the enactment of the 
male-centric gaze. 
3. The term ‘Burtonesque’ was first used by Mark Salisbury (ed) in Burton on Burton 
(1995; 2000; 2006) and was later expanded on by Jenny He in the accompanying 
publication by the Australian Centre for the Moving Image(ACMI) for The Tim Burton 
Exhibition in 2010. It expresses a reference to works in the style of Tim Burton. 
4. Writer Alison MacMahan (2005) has argued for the deep resonance of surrealism,  
installation art and computer games in  Burton’s works. This speaks to the contemporary 
spectatorial condition and the way contemporary spectators approach and perceive 
cinematic images.  In addition, Dick Kennedy (1995) has also written an academic thesis 
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about the spectatorial psyche and issues of gender in relation to Burton’s cinematic 
works. 
5. The notion of the active spectatorial gaze is a central idea in the work of Christian 
Metz who suggests in The Imaginary Signifier that the spectator is an “all-perceiving 
subject” (822), one who “identifies with himself, with himself as pure perception”(823). 
The spectatorial gaze is therefore one that is active and involved in processes of 
cognition, alertness and most importantly one that feeds into an understanding of 
identity in the act of film-watching. 
6. In Hollywood Spectatorship: Changing Perceptions of Cinema Audiences (ed 
Malvyn Stokes and Richard Maltby) (2001), Alain J.-J. Cohen talks about the figure of the 
hyper-spectator in his chapter “Virtual Hollywood and the Genealogy of its Hyper-
Spectator”. He suggests that the “demarcation between film and spectator has been 
elided”(152), and that spectatorship is necessarily active. 
7. Barthes (1977) work in “Rhetoric of the Image” suggests that the captured image is 
a “new space-time category [of] spatial immediacy” (44) and this, in part, exemplifies a 
crucial link between two of this thesis’s main ideas: space and visual culture. 
8. In the Foucault Reader (1984), from “Discipline and Punish: The Body of the 
Condemned”, Foucault talks about the way in which the body is both a site of power and 
also of power relations-one that is “caught up in a system of subjection” (173). This is 
integral in situating ideas of space, power and subjectivity in Burton’s use of visual 
culture and space. 
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9. In Christian Metz’s work The Imaginary Signifier, he suggests that “[i]n the cinema, 
the object remains: fiction or no, there is always something on the screen”(822). He also 
suggests that the screen therefore becomes a mirror of sorts that allows the spectator 
to perceive, not only the objects depicted on screen, but also move beyond the primary 
identification between spectator and object. There is simultaneous identification with 
and distancing from the perceived object. 
10. In Freud’s theory of The Unconscious (1915), he suggests that the unconscious is a 
reflection of repressed and unexpressed desires. Moreover, the dream-like state in 
which these unconscious thoughts or desires are manifested is also likened to the filmic 
space. 
11. Freud’s notion of the unheimlich or the uncanny refers to the notion of something 
being, in simplistic terms, both familiar and unfamiliar. Incorporated into Burton’s use of 
space, this serves to show how Burton’s filmscapes may thus actively reflect the 
unconscious states of the spectatorial mindscape. 
Chapter One 
1. As mentioned in the bibliographical notes for the Introduction to this thesis, the 
term Burtonesque takes on a role of importance in this thesis’s examination of the 
inner-workings of space and spectatorship in Burton’s films. This thesis expands on the 
implications of the term ‘Burtonesque’ in the way it informs an aesthetics of cultural 
influence in the reception of his works. 
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2. Poet Samuel Taylor Coleridge first coined the term “The Willing Suspension of 
Disbelief”, alluding to the idea that readers of Romantic Poetry allowed themselves to 
be swayed by the non-realistic interpretation of the world through the use of imagery of 
nature used to describe emotion. This idea has also been developed in Anthony J. Ferri 
(2007) in Willing Suspension of Disbelief: Poetic Faith in Film. 
3. See Frederic Jameson’s (1984) “Postmodernism, or the Cultural Logic of Late 
Capitalism” (83-84). Jameson talks about the cognitive processes involved in a 
postmodern understanding of the body/self in terms of space, which is central to this 
thesis.  
4. Refer to John A. Walker and Sarah Chaplin, Visual Culture: An Introduction (1997) 
where they detail the “four basic looks” of mutual gazes that occur within a discussion of 
cinematic representations and film. They are the “look of […] filmmakers and their 
cameras toward[…] the scene to be recorded”, “looks exchanged between characters”, 
“the look of the spectator toward the image” and “the looks exchanged between 
depicted characters and spectators”(98). 
 
Chapter Two 
1. Louis Althusser’s concept of interpellation, discussed in his text “Ideology and 
Ideological State Apparatuses” suggests that individuals recognize their role as subjects 
within a functioning society through the internalization of certain ideologies enacted 
and/or enforced through state apparatuses such as institutions of legislature, education, 
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religion and media etc. This aids the thesis’s discussion of how visual culture works with 
the cinematic apparatus of film production to place spectatorship as a subject position. 
Space, as both a visual tool and an ideological concept, works within the dominant 
framework of circulated meanings and roles that make up and affect spectatorial 
cognition. 
2. Refer to Mikhail M. Bakhtin’s work on Dialogism in The Dialogic Imagination (1981) 
and the importance of a process of dialogue between audience and authorial presence. 
In the context of this thesis, dialogism is important to understanding the relationship 
between spectator and screen, spectator and cinematic apparatus and spectator and the 
function of spectatorship. 
3. Baudrillard’s work in “The Precession of Simulacra” suggests that in an era of 
abstraction and the proliferation of images as signs, there no longer exists an “imaginary 
coextensivity” (3). This idea of simulation, wherein the experience of the image/sign “no 
longer needs to be rational” (3) becomes a symptom of what we see being played out 
through an analysis of the cognition of Burton’s filmscapes. 
4. In his work “Of Other Spaces,” Michel Foucault talks about concept of internal and 
external spaces that has to do with physical spaces of environment and spaces of 
“primary perception. . . and dreams” (23). These ideas are integral in bridging concepts 
of space, cognition and spectatorship in an analysis of Burton’s films. 
5. Baudrillard’s “The Precession of Simulacra” discusses the era of the hyperreal 
wherein the distinction of simulation from reality becomes secondary to the act of the 
 113 
 
conscious mind being entrenched in an era of simulacrum. He suggests that 
“everywhere the hyperrealism of simulation is translated by a hallucinatory resemblance 
of the real to itself” (16). This condition creates a certain anxiety for the ‘real’, stable 
source of meanings against which one can measure simulation. However, this thesis 
suggests that this anxiety for the source can be tied in within Adornonian notions of 
narcissism and how the need to seek a stable meaning works only to reaffirm the 
subjective state: to reaffirm the ‘I’ in an era of the hyperreal. 
 
Chapter Three 
1. Anthony J. Ferri ‘s (2007) book, Willing Suspension of Disbelief: Poetic Faith in Film 
explores the evolution of the term “Willing Suspension of Disbelief” in relation to the 
film experience, and in particular the reception of film. Although referenced in the notes 
to chapter one, it is crucial to point out that, in the context of this thesis, Ferri ‘s work on 
schemas help sheds light on how viewer perceives a film based on expectations and 
experiences. 
2. See Mikhail M. Bakhtin’s work in “The Dialogic Imagination” which explores the 
notion of Heteroglossia, double-voicedness and dialogism in the production of discourse 
in language. Bakhtin’s critical framework has been applied to a study of the Burtonesque 
filmscape in exploration of spectatorial cognition of his unique film aesthetics. 
3. Refer to Maya Deren’s chapter entitled “Cinematography: The Creative Use of 
Reality” in the book Film Theory and Criticism (2004)  Ed. Leo Braudy. Deren champions 
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the spectatorial position in the perception and negotiation of reality, suggesting that 
experiences beyond the cinema are “both forgotten and remembered” (189) and 
thereafter “assimilated” (189) with an understanding of the images of body-spaces on 
screen.  
4. Refer to Foucault and Miskowiec’s in “Of Other Spaces” for a discussion of the 
relationship between utopias and heterotopias, and how these spaces are tied to 
subjectivity. Foucault reveals six conditions of heterotopia as being a place of 
“simultaneously mythic and real contestation of space” (24), which this thesis has 
developed to consider the function of Burtonesque filmscape. 
5. Dick Kennedy’s (1995) work considers the nature of the postmodern 
simulacrum. He suggests that Burton’s work satirizes this notion, suggesting that his 
work is involved in challenging the “intoxicating superfluity of postmodern vision” (2). 
This indicates from a Lacanian framework of the enactment of the ‘mirror stage’ within 
the symbolic order where the subject gaze captivates and frames the understanding of 
the subject. However, a discussion of postmodern fragmentation alludes to complex 
negotiation of actual reality, simulated filmic reality and the understanding of 
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